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PREFACE 


I am pleased finally to publish this work in its complete form, having first 
addressed the subject in my Harvard dissertation, “Social Obligation in the 
Context of Communal Meals: A Study of the Christian Meal in 1 Corinthi- 
ans in Comparison with Graeco-Roman Communal Meals” (1980). I have 
continued to enlarge and revise the original study. During that time there has 
also been a resurgence of interest in the subject, both in classical studies and 
in early Christian studies. My dissertation and my assorted articles on the 
subject have generated a bit of interest as well, and others have found them a 
resource on which to build their own research. Indeed, rather than fading 
over the years, the project has seemed to grow in importance. The perspec- 
tives I have developed in regard to the Greco-Roman banquet have proved to 
be illuminating for research in a number of areas of ancient study. Yet in my 
previous publications, I have been able to present only parts of the total pic- 
ture, and I have often felt that no single part of the argument can be properly 
understood and evaluated without access to the complete argument. 
Portions of this work appeared in preliminary form elsewhere. Parts of 
chapter 1 appeared in a preliminary form in Many Tables: The Eucharist in the 
New Testament and Liturgy Today (London: SCM and Philadelphia: Trinity 
Press International, 1990; Eugene, Ore.: Wipf and Stock, 2001 [reprint edi- 
tion]), which I co-authored with Hal E. Taussig. The section on the Essene 
meal in chapter 6 is an adaptation and revision of my article “Meals” in The 
Encyclopedia of the Dead Sea Scrolls, edited by L. H. Schiffman and J. C. Van- 
derKam (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). The section on the mes- 
sianic banquet in chapter 6 is an adaptation and revision of “The Messianic 
Banquet Reconsidered” in The Future of Early Christianity: Essays in Honor of 
Helmut Koester, edited by B. A. Pearson (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991), 
64-73. The section on the historical Jesus in chapter 8 is an adaptation and 
revision of “Table Fellowship and the Historical Jesus” in Religious Propaganda 
and Missionary Competition in the New Testament World: Essays Honoring 
Dieter Georgi, edited by L. Bormann, K. del Tredici, and A. Standhartinger 
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(Leiden: Brill, 1994), 135-62. The section on Luke in chapter 8 is adapted 
from “Table Fellowship as a Literary Motif in the Gospel of Luke,” Journal 
of Biblical Literature 106 (1987): 613-38. Various parts of the overall thesis 
have been utilized in Many Tables: The Eucharist in the New Testament and 
Liturgy Today as well as in the following articles in The Anchor Bible Dictio- 
nary, 6 volumes, edited by D. N. Freedman (New York: Doubleday, 1992): 
“Meal Customs (Greco-Roman),” 4.650-53; “Meal Customs (Sacred 
Meals),” 4.653-55; “Messianic Banquet,” 4.788-91; and “Table Fellow- 
ship,” 6.302-4. 

I must first thank my two major professors at Harvard, Helmut Koester, 
with whom I began the dissertation research, and Dieter Georgi, with whom 
I finished it and whose encouragement and guidance were especially helpful 
in bringing it to completion. In my research since then, as I have broadened 
the range of research and sharpened the arguments, I have been aided by a 
number of colleagues. The chapter on the sacrificial banquet was rewritten 
and revised during a National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) sem- 
inar at Stanford University with Michael Jameson. My friend and colleague 
Stan Stowers also read that chapter and offered an extensive critique, for 
which I am deeply grateful, even though I decided not to go in the direction 
he recommended. The study of Ben Sira was first developed in an NEH sem- 
inar taught by Professor Louis Feldman at Yeshiva University, and it benefited 
from his wise guidance. An early draft of the chapter on the Jewish banquet 
was read by Alan Segal and Shaye Cohen, who offered many helpful critiques. 
The final form of that chapter was aided immensely by my good friend and 
colleague David Levenson, who saved me from many egregious errors and 
doubtless would have saved me from more if I had but listened. 

Over the years, a number of friends and colleagues have offered support 
and encouragement to this project. Among that number are Ron Cameron 
Burton Mack, and Robert Funk, who encouraged me early on to publish it; 
Michael White, who has followed my work closely over the years and has 
advanced and sharpened the arguments in his own work; and, above all, Hal 
Taussig, with whom I have worked in partnership on this issue for many 
years, from the time we co-authored another book on the subject until the 
present, and from whom I have learned much. I also thank my editors at 
Fortress Press, K. C. Hanson, who with congenial firmness shepherded this 
book to completion, and Beth Wright, whose close attention to detail and 
aesthetics brought this book to completion in much better shape and much 
more quickly than I would have ever thought possible. 
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I must also acknowledge the students, faculty, administration, and 
trustees of Phillips Theological Seminary, who together make up an amazing 
community for theological discourse and a supportive environment for cre- 
ative research. I owe a special debt of gratitude to one of those students, 
Romney Nesbitt, who produced the drawings for the illustrations. 

Finally, I thank my family—my wife, Barbara McBride-Smith, and my 
son, Adam McBride-Smith, to whom this book is dedicated—for it is they 
who had to live with it as an ongoing project and who often wondered if it 
would ever be completed but nonetheless never failed in their support. 





gemere CHAPTER 1 


THE BANQUET AS 
SOCIAL INSTITUTION 


“When you come together to cat . . ." 
— Paul to the Corinthian Christians (1 Cor 11:33), ca. 50 c.s. 


*. . . It had been their custom to disperse and reassemble later to take 
food of an ordinary, harmless kind." 

— Pliny the Younger, Ep. 10.96, describing the meetings of Christians 
in Bithynia, ca. 98 c.e. 


"At the banquets which it was the custom of us young men to hold at 
Athens at the beginning of each week . . 
—Gell., NA 15.2.3, on the regular meetings of his philosophical circle, 
ca. 160 c.E. 





“I wish also to speak of their common assemblages and the cheerfulness 
of their convivial meals as contrasted with those of other people.” 
—Philo, Contempl. 40, referring to the communal meals of the Essenes, 
a Jewish sect, ca. 40 cs. 


“Calendar of dinners: March 8, birthday of Caesennius . . . his father; 
November 27, birthday of Antinous; August 13, birthday of Diana and of 
the society; August 20, birthday of Caesennius Silvanus, his brother . . . 
birthday of Cornelia Procula, his mother; December 14, birthday of 
Caesennius Rufus, patron of the municipality.” 

— From the statutes of the funerary society of Diana and Antinous, 
Lanuvium, Italy, 136 c.g. (ILS 7212.2.11-13). 





“What sacrifice is acceptable to the gods without the participants in the 
feast?” 


—Dio Chrysostom, Orations 3.97, ca. 104 c.E. 


Whenever they met as a church, early Christians regularly ate a meal together. 
In this they were no different from other religious people in their world: for 
when any group of people in the ancient Mediterranean world met for social 
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or religious purposes, their gatherings tended to be centered on a common 
meal or banquet. It did not matter whether it was a social or religious occa- 
sion; nor what the ethnic group might be, whether Jewish or Greek or some 
other ethnic group; nor what the social class might be. If it were a special 
occasion, whether religious, social, or political, more often than not a for- 
malized meal functioned as a centerpiece of the gathering. 

The meals at which they gathered also tended to follow the same basic 
form, customs, and rules regardless of the group, occasion, or setting. They 
followed the form of the banquet, the traditional evening meal, which had 
become the pattern for all formalized meals in the Mediterranean world in 
this period. In this sense, the banquet can be called a social institution in the 
Greco-Roman world. 

This means that if we are to understand properly any individual instance 
of formalized meals in the Greco-Roman world, such as Greek philosophical 
banquets, or Jewish festival meals, or early Christian community meals, we 
must first understand the larger phenomenon of the banquet as a social insti- 
tution. This perspective, that the banquet was one social institution that cut 
across ethnic, religious, and social lines, has not been given its due in schol- 
arship. Instead, scholars have concentrated on comparing individual types of 
meals. This study seeks to define the banquet as a social institution in its own 
right in the ancient world and thereby provide a common model that can be 
utilized for the study of all data on formal meals from the Greco-Roman 
world. 


DEFINITIONS AND QUALIFICATIONS 


The Forms of Meals 
Formal meals in the Mediterranean culture of the Hellenistic and Roman 
periods, the period encompassing the origin and early development of Chris- 
tianity, took on a homogeneous form. Although there were many minor dif- 
ferences in the meal customs as practiced in different regions and social 
groups, the evidence suggests that meals took similar forms and shared simi- 
lar meanings and interpretations across a broad range of the ancient world.! 
This perspective is not a new one, but most studies of ancient meals do 
not give it the attention it deserves. For example, it is typical of studies of the 
Eucharist to assume that parallel types of meals from the ancient world 
should be analyzed as distinct entities? Similarly, discussions of Greco- 
Roman meals often emphasize distinctions only, without reference to the 
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larger similarities of meal customs in the culture. This perspective is illus- 
trated in the following diagram: 


OLD MODEL: 
MEALS IN THE ANCIENT WORLD (ALL SEEN AS DIFFERENT FORMS OF MEALS) 


Instead, I would propose a model something like this: 


NEW PROPOSED MODEL: 





COMMON BANQUET TRADITION 
e to various S 






Thus I propose that all special usages of meals draw from the same com- 
mon tradition, the tradition of the banquet. The banquet was the evening 
meal, the meal to which the ancients gave the most symbolic significance. 
The banquet tradition is made up of a broad set of banquet customs and ban- 
quet ideology. I use the term banquet customs to refer to the standard ways in 
which ancient people planned, conducted, and behaved at their formal 
meals. In this category would be grouped a wide variety of social conventions 
ranging from the number and descriptions of courses to rules of etiquette. I 
use the term banquet ideology to refer to ways in which banquets communi- 
cated social values, including discussions of the ethical foundations for ban- 
quet customs found in various types of ancient literature. This category 
would also include the social code of the banquet, a term used in social science 
studies that refers to the more subtle, implicit ways in which values were 
communicated in banquet practices. 
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On the Origins of the Eucharist 

Scholarship on early Christian meal traditions has tended to concentrate on 
the issue of the origins of the Eucharist and, furthermore, to define that issue 
in a deceptively narrow way. For example, two of the most significant studies 
of this subject in the last century are those by Joachim Jeremias and Hans 
Lietzmann.* They appear to develop radically different conclusions, but 
closer analysis reveals that they share similar perspectives. 

Jeremias, for example, wished to identify the Passover meal as the original 
setting of Jesus’ Last Supper and therefore as the source for the orthodox 
form and theology of the Lord’s Supper. Recent studies, however, have seri- 
ously weakened if not effectively refuted his readings of both the Gospel text 
and Jewish tradition.’ It is important, however, to note the perspective with 
which he began, namely, that there was one origin for the Christian 
Eucharist. This perspective has tended to dominate most studies of the 
Eucharist. It is a perspective that does not develop naturally out of the 
ancient evidence but rather represents a retrojection onto the ancient sources 
of the form taken by the Eucharist in the later “orthodox” church. 

A similar perspective is adopted in a more self-conscious form by Hans 
Lietzmann. He specifically begins from the later period and works backward 
to search for origins. His disagreements with Jeremias are substantive and 
profound: he makes no connection with Passover traditions and does not 
presuppose a single origin for the Eucharist. Instead, he posits two basic 
forms of the Eucharistic liturgy. He then traces these two forms back to two 
separate origins in the tradition of the early church. 

Despite their differences, Lietzmann shares a basic presupposition with 
Jeremias. Like Jeremias, he constructs a model for analyzing the ancient data 
based on the form of the Eucharist in the later church. In neither case are the 
ancient data studied in its own right and on its own terms. The perspectives 
of Jeremias and Lietzmann can be diagrammed in this way: 

Jeremias: 


original "Last Rb. Beas Eucharist 
Lietzmann:? 
original meal type À Eucharistic liturgy type A 


original meal type B Eucharistic liturgy type B 
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In contrast I would propose the following model for early Christian meals: 






COMMON BANQUET TRADITION 






ORTHODOX LITURGIES 





This model proposes a different theory for the development of the 
Eucharistic liturgies. The occurrence of meals in community settings and the 
symbolic value they carried were part of what I call the common banquet tra- 
dition. Early Christianity was made up of varied groups, however, who 
adapted the common banquet tradition to their own situations. This pro- 
posal fits the form of our data, which witnesses to a variety of ways in which 
early Christians practiced communal meals. The process eventually led to the 
collapsing of all these traditions into one orthodox form and liturgy. One 
would therefore expect to find a unified liturgy at the latter end of the 
process. In the early period, however, the liturgies of the church were just as 
diverse as were its other features. 


Sacred versus Secular 

Many studies of early Christian meals attempt to compare them with forms 
of meals in their pagan environment. Invariably, however, what is compared 
is the assumed essence of the early Christian Eucharist, namely, its nature as 
a “sacramental” meal. This term refers to the special sense in which the 
Eucharist is seen to impart spiritual power. In most studies, it refers especially 
to the act of eating the flesh and blood of the deity.? 

The larger category into which the “sacramental” meal is generally placed 
is that of the “sacred” meal. But the category of sacred meal also lacks clarity. 
When it is discussed, it tends to be treated as a form to itself. There is an 
assumption that it has little relation to the form of an ordinary banquet. 
Indeed, scholars in history of religions studies typically see sacred and secular 
as existing in two different realms. They then analyze the data based on this 
model. To be sure, they base this idea on foundational premises of the soci- 
ology of religion. Emile Durkheim, for example, defined the sacred and the 
profane as two separate realms of human existence.'° 
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It is my contention, however, that the sacred versus secular model is not 
appropriate for ancient meals. Instead I consider meals to have an integrative 
function in ancient society in which they combine the sacred and the secular 
into one ritual event. Here I use the terms sacred and secular to refer to the 
degree to which meals might exhibit a religious purpose or might lack any 
religious emphasis at all. Most Greco-Roman meals would fall into a middle 
category in which they exhibit characteristics of both sacred and secular. 
Indeed, in ancient Mediterranean culture in general sacred and secular are 
interwoven and tend to be indistinct.” 

To be sure, there are surely degrees of secularity or sacredness. On the one 
hand, in a normal formal meal, or banquet, it was customary to offer liba- 
tions or prayers to the gods no matter how “secular” was the overall situation. 
This would be true even at such a manifestly secular meal as the banquet of 
Trimalchio, described by Petronius.'? On the other hand, there were varying 
degrees in which a meal might have religious connotations, depending on 
whether it was connected with a sacrifice, a sanctuary, or a religious associa- 
tion. Nevertheless, what is common to all such examples is that the meal 
itself was of the same form, that of the ancient banquet. 


QUESTIONS OF METHOD 


Literary Analysis: Social Reality versus Narrative World 
Since most of our data for banquets comes from literary sources or is influ- 
enced by literary traditions, it is necessary to posit a distinction between 
social reality and literary idealization.'? Though we are purporting to study 
social forms, we do not in fact have access to “field reports” or other objec- 
tively gathered observations of social behavior at banquets. 

To be sure, the descriptions of banquets that we do have clearly use pat- 
terns from the social world. That is to say, they represent accurately the val- 
ues of the culture in regard to various social categories, such as class and 
stratification, for example. They thus provide us with sufficient evidence to 
reconstruct the social world and the function of banquets within it. What is 
more difficult, however, is determining to what extent a banquet reference in 
the data represents social reality or merely an idealized, imaginative recon- 
struction of it. 

This problem, of course, is endemic to social science analysis in general. 
As soon as one extrapolates from a social event and begins to describe it in the 
technical terms of the discipline, one is clearly creating an imaginative world 
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that cannot be completely equivalent to the real world.'* This issue has also 
arisen in the study of narrative. That is to say, any human description of an 
event after the fact is always an extrapolated, imaginative reconstruction, a 
creation of a "narrative world," if you will, that must not be confused with 
the “real world."!* 

But in the study of historical data, this issue has a different dimension. 
Here all too often our only evidence is that of the narrative world. Further- 
more, there is very little resistance in ancient culture to an extensive elabora- 
tion and creation of that narrative world. Indeed, the ancients would 
consider it more appropriate to embellish a description with a rich use of lit- 
erary models and images than to give what today we might call a "factual" 
description. Lucian, for example, in his second century c.e. work How to 
Write History, compares the historian to a “Phidias,” or sculptor, whose task 
is to reconstruct the historical events with sufficient artistic skill that they can 
be brought to life for the reader.’ 

Therefore, when we study the data before us, we must be conscious of the 
need to distinguish as much as possible between the narrative world of the 
text and any reconstruction of real events that we may wish to propose. In 
both cases, of course, we are receiving reliable information about the social 
world of which banquets are a part. And certainly we should not shrink from 
providing a description of the realities of banquets within that social world 
when the data allows us to do that. Indeed, if we determine that the narrative. 
world is the most accessible to us, this would not devalue the data. After all, 
the narrative world provides a significant foundation for social patterns and 
constraints in the so-called real world. 


Social Analysis 

Recent studies in cultural anthropology have acknowledged the importance 
of meal customs and etiquette. Mary Douglas, who has analyzed meals in 
both ancient and modern cultures, is a leader in this research.'” 

Douglas's insights have provided correctives to the earlier observations of 
the leaders of the discipline, such as Claude Lévi-Strauss.'* She criticizes 
Lévi-Strauss for his attempt to find universal meanings common to all 
humankind." She suggests a method consistent with what Clifford Geertz 
calls “thick description."? That is, rather than proposing theories that 
explain all of human history, one should concentrate on intensive descrip- 
tions of individual examples, with an emphasis on their individuality. Only 
then might one tentatively propose explanations to explain the phenomena. 
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Some historians have begun to recognize the importance of these insights 
from the field of anthropology. For example, recent studies in Greek religion 
have referred to the need to relate it to its cultural context. Furthermore, 
Moses Finley, John Gould, and others point out that the nearest parallels to 
Greek religion may not be later western forms, dominated by Christianity, 
but rather may be such “primitive” forms as the religion of the Dinkas. Here 
they acknowledge their debt to the anthropological study of religion.?! 

Similarly, historians of Christianity have increasingly found social science 
approaches to offer valuable insights into the historical data. This is especially 
true among New Testament scholars, who have utilized a wide variety of 
social science approaches, sometimes combined with traditional historical 
perspectives and sometimes not.” The debate over the critical appropriation 
of models from the social sciences as opposed to or in combination with 
revised perspectives on traditional historical criticism continues. On the 
one hand, the social science school argues for a strict application of social sci- 
ence models to the data. On the other hand, the social history school argues 
for a more eclectic approach, in which social science models are used where 
deemed appropriate, but rigorous historical critical analysis still dominates. I 
tend to follow the social history approach in this study. The goal will be to 
place the early Christian meal in its historical context, the culture of its day. 

Yet if an aspect of culture is the subject of our study, what are the bound- 
aries of that culture? Certainly early Christianity cannot be defined as a cul- 
ture in itself. At most it is a movement within the culture that uses the rules 
of culture to define itself. Nor is the *biblical world" a culture in itself, as 
some studies have implied.” Rather, the boundaries of the culture we are 
considering are those of the Mediterranean world within the Greco-Roman 
period. Within that world there are individual ethnic groups, such as Greeks, 
Romans, Jews, Egyptians, Phrygians, and so on. Although cach of these 
groups has its own traditions, all participate in the larger culture as well. In 
addition, it must be kept in mind that Christianity is not a distinct ethnic 
group. Consequently, the cultural context for the origins of Christianity is 
that of the ancient Mediterranean world circa 300 B.C.E. to circa 300 c.E. 


CATEGORIES OF ANALYSIS 


Idealized Model 
Tn the literary data, descriptions and allusions to meals tend to presuppose an 
idealized model to which the meal in question is being compared. For exam- 
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ple, the philosophical banquet, as presented in the tradition of symposium 
literature, becomes a dominant model to which later descriptions of ban- 
quets are consistently compared. Another type of idealized model that 
emerges from the study of the Near Eastern data is the messianic banquet, 
which can be termed the eternal banquet of the gods. Thus it is appropriate 
in analyzing our data to ascertain whether the author is presupposing an ide- 
alized model of the banquet as the point of reference. 

Another way to view the idealization of the banquet is in terms of the 
“social code” it represents. As pointed out above, among cultural anthropol- 
ogists Mary Douglas has devoted the most attention in recent years to the 
study of meals as an aspect of culture. In one of her earlier studies, she notes: 
“If food is treated as a code, the messages it encodes will be found in the pat- 
tern of social relations being expressed. The message is about different 
degrees of hierarchy, inclusion and exclusion, boundaries and transactions 
across the boundaries. Like sex, the taking of food has a social component, as 
well as a biological one.”?> 

Douglas's observations apply quite well to the ancient data. Indeed, she 
presents these comments in an article in which she analyzes dietary laws in 
the Old Testament. Here she proposes that the dietary laws be understood as 
a form of social code in which they express social realities as understood 
within the culture. Thus the dietary laws of the Hebrews are found to corre- 
late with various other religious laws in which they draw boundaries between 
themselves and their neighbors.?° Similar observations can be made about 
the Greco-Roman data. The categories discussed below are representative of 
the social code of ancient banquets. 


Social Boundaries 

As Mary Douglas notes, the defining of boundaries is primary to the social 
code of banquets. That is to say, whom one dines with defines one’s place- 
ment in a larger set of social networks. Because of the clear boundary-defin- 
ing symbolism of table fellowship in the ancient world, banquets became a 
significant feature of various identifiable social groups. The social code of the 
banquet represents a confirmation and ritualization of the boundaries that 
exist in a social situation. 


Social Bonding 
The act of dining together is considered to create a bond between the diners. 
In the ancient world this symbolism was carried by various elements of the 
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banquet, such as the sharing of common food or sharing from a common 
table or dish. But above all it simply derived from the fact that the diners 
shared the event together. To be sure, the diners were normally already 
bonded into some sort of social network that existed before they gathered for 
dining. Thus the most common banquets were those of a family, a host and 
his close friends (less common a hostess and her friends), or the members of 
a formally organized club or religious group. The banquet could also create 
ties that did not previously exist. One example is the Greek tradition of 
xenia, or the extending of hospitality to a stranger or foreigner, which usually 
meant inviting the stranger to one’s table. Even in this case, however, there 
was an assumed social network to which one was usually responding in offer- 
ing such hospitality; that is to say, one would tend only to extend it or expect 
it in a situation of social connection or social parity. 


Social Obligation 

Asa corollary of social bonding, sharing a meal also created a sense of ethical 
obligation of the diners toward one another. Today we might refer to this as 
the rules of meal etiquette. But for the Greeks, what we moderns refer to as 
etiquette was part of the larger category of social ethics. While we tend to 
view meal etiquette as a convention of culture without significant connection 
to morality or ethics, the Greeks addressed banquet rules in the context of 
serious ethical discussions. They presented philosophical dialogues on “sym- 
posium laws” and catalogued meal behavior under ethical categories such as 
friendship, joy, or pleasure. Such categories formed the basis for debates 
about various aspects of social ethics. These philosophical discussions pro- 
vide evidence for us of the importance the culture placed on a banquet occa- 
sion as a form of serious social interchange. But even more important, they 
provided for the ancients a set of rhetorical categories utilized in banquet dis- 
cussions in a variety of contexts throughout the Greco-Roman period. Con- 
sequently, the concept of social obligation at the banquet as defined in the 
philosophical tradition provides categories and terms that came to be utilized 
in all levels of our data. 


Social Stratification 

Another significant feature of ancient banquets was the always-prominent 
idea of social ranking. The banquet provided a significant means for one’s sta- 
tus in society to be formally recognized and acknowledged. Two aspects of 
the banquet especially carried this symbolism: the custom of reclining and 
the custom of ranking places at table. 


THE BANQUET AS SOCIAL INSTITUTION 11 


The act of reclining in itself was a mark of one's rank in society: only free 
citizens were allowed to recline. Notably excluded were women, children, 
and slaves. If they were present at the banquet, they would sit.” 

Those who reclined were further ranked by the places assigned to them at 
the table. Though the positions might vary based upon local custom or table 
arrangement, there was almost always an honored place at any table. Others 
were ranked according to their position relative to the honored place. 

Social stratification was deeply embedded in ancient society. The patron- 
client system was one form in which it was manifested.?® The banquet pro- 
vided a means to honor and maintain that system. Even if the system that 
prevailed in society was to be overruled at the table, it was usually replaced by 
another system mirroring the one it replaced. Thus ancient clubs and associ- 
ations were organized in such a way that individuals from a low status in soci- 
ety could achieve a higher-status designation at the club banquets based on 
their rank within the club.” 


Social Equality 
Those who dined together were to be treated equally. This was a standard fea- 
ture of ancient dining protocol. It functioned as an elaboration of the con- 
cept of social bonding at the meal and was a strong feature of banquet 
ideology at all levels of the data. The idea was that a meal that was shared in 
common and that created a sense of community among the participants 
should be one in which all could share equally and with full participation. In 
essence, then, a meal conceived in this way had the potential to break down 
social barriers and allow for a sense of social ordering internal to the group. 

Normally, however, this concept tended to operate in tandem with the cat- 
egory of social stratification. That is to say, some individuals might be consid- 
ered more “equal” than others. For example, the concept of “equal feasts” is a 
standard feature of the heroic banquets in Homer. Yet as Gregory Nagy points 
out, these should be understood as giving everyone their due on an equal basis 
according to their relative status? Equality would not be understood as it is 
today, but rather would operate along with concepts of social status. 

The tension between social stratification and social equality at banquets 
has also been noted in a study of Eurasian societies by Jack Goody: 


In looking at the cuisines of the Eurasian societies, we noted a set of 
specific characteristics: 1. The link between cuisine and “class,” with 
social groups being characterized by different styles of life. 2. The con- 


tradictions, tensions and conflicts connected with this differentiation. 
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The various forms include the contradiction between ideologies of 
equality... . and ideologies of hierarchy . . . as well as the conflict, at the 
individual as well as the group level, between fasting acknowledged as 
“good” and feasting as “pleasurable.”>! 


The same inherent tensions will be noted in ancient banquets. One feature 
may dominate at one time and another feature at another time, yet they 
always remain in an uneasy tension. This is part of the richness of banquet 
ideology and helps to promote many of the debates and discussions we will 
find in our data. 


Festive Joy 

A banquet was an occasion of “good cheer” or “pleasure,” viewed here as val- 
ues that governed the proper meal. Another term for the good cheer of the 
banquet was festive joy (euphrosyné), which was seen as an essential compo- 
nent of the “proper” banquet. As such, it was spoken of as the gift of the 
god(s), and often associated with the wine. Festive joy was viewed not as an 
individual experience but as a social experience inherent to the overall com- 
munal function of the banquet. Indeed, a proper banquet could be judged by 
how well it promoted festive joy. Consequently, festive joy could also func- 
tion as a category governing social obligation at the banquet. 


Banquet Entertainment 

The ancient banquet presupposed entertainment as part of the event. This 
could vary from party games to dramatic presentations to music to philo- 
sophical conversation. It developed elaborate and specific variations accord- 
ing to the different settings and circumstances in which the banquet would 
be held. But no banquet would be complete as a social event without some 
form of entertainment. 


The perspectives and categories of analysis outlined above have emerged 
from my study of ancient banquets. What follows is a collection of data pre- 
sented as evidence for these conclusions. The collection is not comprehensive 
but rather intended to be representative. The types of banquets analyzed, 
however, are considered to be as comprehensive in scope as I can determine. 
Together they constitute evidence that the banquet was a single social insti- 
tution that pervaded the culture as a whole.?? 


CHAPTER 2 


THE GRECO-ROMAN 
BANQUET 





“The Romans . . . are fond of quoting a witty and sociable person who 
said, after a solitary meal, ‘I have eaten, but not dined today,’ implying 
that a dinner always requires friendly sociability for seasoning,” 
—Plutarch, Table Talk 


“After all, one of man's greatest achievements was the invention of food, 
not just fodder. All animals eat fodder. Man invented food. Food is not 
merely something that you put in your stomach and digest. Food is an 
occasion for a social act. It's an occasion for meeting. It’s an occasion for 
conversation. Food is something that stirs the senses.” 

—Lewis Mumford, The Ecological Conscience 


As Plutarch and Mumford attest, both ancients and moderns recognize the dif- 
ference between eating to satisfy hunger alone and eating as a social event. To 
be sure, even the hastily consumed snack at the fast food outlet has its social 
components. But it is the formal meal with which we are here concerned, the 
meal at which one “dines” rather than “eats,” as that unnamed Roman put it. 
These distinctions make sense even to us today. To dine suggests a certain for- 
mality in terms of dress, table setting, order of the meal, types of foods 
offered, and expected behavior or etiquette. All of these expectations can be 
distinguished in our minds, and usually are, from those connected with other 
types of eating occasions: a cocktail party, a buffet, a pizza with friends after 
a sports event, or a snack taken alone. 

For the ancients, such distinctions were present to an even greater degree 
than in our society. Indeed, the formal meal, or banquet, was a richly tex- 
tured social institution of the first order. In their world both “entertain- 
ment” and “hospitality” were of exceptional social importance and were 
experienced primarily on the occasion of a banquet. The banquet provided 
an opportunity for social intercourse in a large variety of settings and con- 
texts. Indeed, to dine with one's friends was one of the most significant social 
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occasions to be experienced in the ancient world. But it was more than a 
mere social event. At various times, it could serve as the setting for a variety 
of important cultural functions, from initiation of youth into adult male 
society to communion with the gods. Oswyn Murray's remark about the 
Greek Archaic period could be applied to the Hellenistic and Roman periods 
as well: “It is from the symposiast’s couch that Greek culture of the Archaic 
age makes most sense.”! 

Of course, dining customs as a form of social code can be said to be pre- 
sent in all structured societies in all historical periods, as the many studies of 
Mary Douglas have so eloquently brought to our attention.” But nevertheless 
a meal speaks a symbolic language that can be considered unique to a partic- 
ular society. For example, the idea that sharing a meal together creates a sense 
of social bonding appears to be a universal symbol. Yet the nuances of how 
this is communicated and to what degree will vary from culture to culture. 

In applying these observations to the ancient world, two points need to be 
stressed. The first is obvious but must be re-emphasized: the ancients are dif- 
ferent from us, so also their meal customs and rules of etiquette are different. 
The second point is less obvious and will require an extended argument. The 
peoples of the Mediterranean world of the period circa 300 B.C.E. to circa 
300 c.e. tended to share the same dining customs. That is, the banquet as a 
social institution is practiced in similar ways and with similar symbols or 
codes by Greeks, Romans, Jews, Egyptians, and so on. The similarities did 
not nullify the existence of variations here and there. Those variations, how- 
ever, drew from a common set of banquet customs, symbols, and codes that 
were the same throughout the Mediterranean world. 


THE CUSTOM OF RECLINING 


One indicator of common table customs for the ancients was the universal 
practice of reclining at table. It is remarkable to note that Greeks, Romans, 
and Jews shared not only the custom in this period but also a similar tradi- 
tion as to its history. In each case, the tradition was that their people once sat 
when they ate, but in more recent history they began to recline. Further- 
more, reclining is spoken of in these traditions in a positive way, for, after all, 
it had become an accepted custom. The change is seen not as “degeneracy” 
but as “progress.” 

When we try to account for the history of this custom in more scientific 
terms, we can develop a general theory of its origin and diffusion. The first 
examples of the use of this custom are found in the Near East. Although the ori- 
gins are obscure, it is reasonable to postulate an origin among nomadic tribes. 
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Figure 1: A Typical Greek Dining Room 
A reconstruction of a dining room from the Asclepius Sanctuary at Corinth. The sanctuary contained three such 
rooms of the same size arranged side by side. Because the rooms were furnished with stone couches, of which several 
survived (see figure 2, below), we are able to reconstruct the arrangement of furniture as shown in this diagram, 
Markings in the floor indicated the location of removable tables. The stone block in the middle of the floor is con- 
jectured to have held a brazier of some kind for cooking or warming food. The dining rooms date from the fourth 
century n.c.r. and were in continuous use until the Roman period in Corinth. They were built as part of the sanc- 
tuary accessory buildings, with the temple proper being located on an upper level just to the east of the dining rooms. 
(See Roebuck, Corinth XIV, 51-57, esp. 52 fig. 13, plan C.) 

‘The arrangement of couches shown here was typical of Greek dining rooms, whether in private houses, public 
buildings, or temples. It was common that a room designed to contain dining couches would have an off-center 





doorway and an uneven number of couches, as shown here, to allow for an arrangement of couches so that all of the 
diners would recline on the left elbow. This room held eleven couches; the other most common styles held either 
seven or nine couches. 





Figure 2: A Stone Couch from the Dining Room of the Asclepius Sanctuary at Corinth 
Originally the couch would have been covered with cushions and pillows. 


Figure 3: Reconstruction of a Greek Symposium The Corinth dining room pictured on the previous page is shown here as it might have looked during a symposium. The 
couches have been numbered according to their most likely ranking, since the ranking order proceeds from left to right. 




























‘The diner at couch 5 is positioning his cup for kottabos, 
the game in which the diners would compete to see who 
could hit a target with the last dregs of wine in their 
cups. Diner 6 is being served wine by a female com- 
panion; she is shown in a pose indicating she 

most likely was a courtesan. The diner at couch 

7 is pictured drinking from the tip of a horn- 
shaped rhyton (the pose is conjectured). 


The female companion sharing an amorous embrace with 
diner 8 is clearly pictured as a courtesan, The diner ar 
couch 9 is arranging the festive headband he wears for 
the occasion, There is also a dog under couch 9, ready 

to clean up any crumbs that might fall; dogs were 
often pictured in such poses on banquet scenes. 
Diner 10 is shown leaning back as if he will 

soon fall asleep. 


The diner 
at couch 11 is 
holding out his cup 
to be served more wine, 
He is looking toward the 
servant in the center of the room, 
who is dipping wine out of a dinos, 
a large bowl for mixing and serving wine. 
Also in the center of the room is a flute girl, 
who is providing the entertainment for the evening, 
Near the door, a late-arriving guest is having his feet 
washed (the pose is conjectured); he will be sharing 
couch 11 with the diner already reclining there 


‘The diners at couches 
1,2, 3, and 4 have raised 
their drinking vessels i 

an apparent toast, a typical ges- 
ture in ancient banquet depictions. 


(Except where otherwise indicated, the figures pictured here 
are all taken from classical period Greek vase paintings 
and funerary reliefi that feature symposium scenes.) 











2 
o 
z 
2 
3 
3 
E 
c 
z 
2 
o 
e 
e 
= 
> 
2 
4 























Figure 4: Reconstruction of a Roman Banquet in a Triclinium 

‘The scene pictured here is arranged on a mosaic floor from a Roman-period dining room (the mosaic is now on display at the Pergamon Museum in Berlin). The design of the mosaic 
marked the arca along the walls where the couches were to be arranged in the typical Pi shape of a Roman triclinium or three-couch room. The couches in this style of dining room were 
able to accommodate at least three diners each. The room would therefore normally hold nine diners, as pictured here. The couch on the right was designated locus summus, meaning 
"highest position”; the middle couch was called locus medius, or “middle position"; and the couch on the left was locus imus, or "lowest position.” These designations indicated general 
ranking around the table, with some exceptions. As customs evolved, the highest-ranking became position 3 at locus medius, located where it joins locus imus; this position was desig- 
nated locus consularis, “the consul's position” (Plut., Quaest. Con. 1.3). The host could be placed at position 1 on locus summus, as in Pettonius’ depiction of the banquet of Trimalchio 
(Sat. 31.8; Smith, Cena Trimalchionis, 66-67), or, more commonly, at position 1 on locus imus, located where this couch joins locus medius, and thus in close proximity to locus consularis. 
In our reconstruction, the three diners on locus imus are all women. They have been placed here in imitation of a reference in Lucians Symposium in which the women present at a wed- 
ding banquet were all arranged on the same couch (Luc. Symp. 8). The musicians providing the entertainment and the style of the tables in front of the couches have been copied from 
the fifth-century-c.£. Roman banquet scene shown on the front cover of this book. 
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Since such tribes would live in tents with very little furniture, reclining 
would be a suitable posture for eating. 

By the time we can clearly find the custom, however, it is present not 
among a nomadic people but among a settled people. Furthermore, it is con- 
nected not with poverty or simplicity, but with luxury, wealth, and power. 
This is seen in the iconography of the ancient Near East reliefs where the cus- 
tom is portrayed. Furthermore, the earliest evidence of the Greeks’ adoption 
of this custom is also iconographical, in which numerous funerary reliefs 
show the deceased reclining at banquet. 

These materials have been analyzed in detail in a series of studies by Jean- 
Marie Dentzer.* Dentzer shows how the iconography used by the Greeks 
exhibits similarities to that seen in Assyrian reliefs. Thus he postulates that the 
custom originated in Greece at about the time that the reliefs began to appear, 
namely, in the sixth century B.C.E., and that it was borrowed from the Assyr- 
ian culture.> About 1,000 years later, in the late fourth century c.E., we begin 
to find evidence of a shift to the sitting posture for formal banquets,° signaling 
a cultural change that eventually became the new universal norm for dining. 

When the Greeks adopted the custom, they also adopted the trappings, or 
customs and “social code,” that went with it. This is seen in the iconography. 
In the Assyrian reliefs, it is the king who reclines, surrounded by various sym- 
bols of luxury, wealth, and power. Similarly, in the Greek reliefs, the deceased 
is shown in an idealized pose, and if other representations are present, besides 
the deceased and the couch, they tend to enhance the imagery of luxury, 
wealth, and power.” 

Dentzer’s study has brought to our attention that the custom of reclining 
is a symbol of a much larger phenomenon. That is, it was adopted not just as 
a change of posture, but as a change of “social code.” Furthermore, it 
included with it other customs that tended to correlate with that social code. 
For example, along with reclining, the Greeks adopted a different meal as the 
major meal of the day; it was no longer the noon meal but the evening meal 
that was the “banquet.” Other customs became a fixed part of the banquet as 
well, such as the order and courses of the meal and various aspects of eti- 
quette. When the Romans and the Jews adopted the custom of reclining, 
they too were not just changing posture, but adopting a fully developed 
social institution, namely, the Greco-Roman banquet. 


DEFINING THE DATA FIELD 


The term Greco-Roman is being used here to refer to the combined culture of 
the Mediterranean world of circa 300 s.c.e. (Alexander the Great) to circa 
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300 c.E. (Constantine). The major cultural influences of this time and place 
were those of the Greeks and then later the Romans, whose culture was 
largely adapted from that of the Greeks. 

When discussing a topic as elusive as table customs, one must draw from 
disparate data and develop a composite picture. Much of the basic data, as will 
be seen, derives from the classical periods and literatures of the Greeks (sixth 
to fifth centuries B.C.E.) and the Romans (second century B.C.E. to second 
century C.E.). Greek customs are most easily reconstructed in the Greek cities 
proper during this period, while Roman customs are primarily documented in 
the city of Rome itself during the late republic and early imperial periods. 

Nevertheless, such data as is available for the rest of the Mediterranean 
culture tends to reflect the same basic table customs and ideology as found in 
the classical literature. Thus the evidence supports the hypothesis that basic 
customs tended to be the same throughout the Mediterranean world during 
this period. 

Of course, there were variations here and there. In fact, ancient writers 
such as Plutarch and Athenaeus paid a great deal of attention to variations in 
table customs in different regions and ethnic divisions of the Roman Empire. 
Athenaeus, for example, noted that the Cretans continued to sit at table long 
after the Greeks had adopted the practice of reclining (4.143e). Yet those 
variations that did appear tended to be minor compared to the larger aspects 
of customs held in common. 

Since this is a study of an aspect of culture, however, we must delineate as 
much as possible the distinct groups with which we are dealing. In terms of 
ethnic identity, we will be defining meal customs among Greek-speaking 
individuals of various extractions, from a pure Greek background to those 
from other ethnic traditions who have adopted the Greek way of life. 
Romans are identified as generally Latin-speaking or having Latin-derived 
names, although they may communicate in Greek if they are located in the 
eastern sections of the empire (e.g., Greece and eastwards). 

Judaism during this period was highly hellenized, not only among those 
Jewish groups that spoke and wrote in Greek, but also in pockets of Hebrew 
and Aramaic conservatism. Indeed, even when scholars argue that rabbis 
from the backwaters of Palestine were not affected by Greek ideas in any sig- 
nificant way, they nevertheless acknowledge that other aspects of culture did 
infiltrate. Consequently, whenever we find Jews practicing the same basic 
table customs as the Greeks and Romans, we assume that it reflects the hell- 
enizing of that aspect of Jewish culture. 

On the other hand, early Christianity is not a culture to itself. Thus when- 
ever we wish to define the cultural identity of a particular Christian group, 
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we must do so on the basis of other aspects of their cultural or ethnic her- 
itage, generally either Greco-Roman or Jewish. 

Besides ethnic differentiation, we must also deal with differentiation of 
social class. By and large our evidence will reflect the values and customs of 
the upper, cultured classes. We cannot easily account for differentiations of 
customs and values in the lower classes, since we have very little evidence to 
go on. However, since we are dealing with a specific social institution, 
namely, the banquet, rather than meal customs in general, we can expect 
some uniformity of customs and values to be connected with it in whatever 
level of society it might be found. 


FEATURES OF THE ANCIENT BANQUET 


Where the Banquet Fit in a Normal Day's Activities 
Greek meal customs became crystallized in their basic forms in the classical 
period.* Although much was retained from the Homeric period, there were 
significant changes as well.” For example, as has already been mentioned, 
there was a change in the meal posture from the Homeric practice of sitting 
at table to the oriental practice of reclining.!? This was accompanied by a 
change in the time of day when the major meal would be eaten. In the 
Homeric period, the major meal, known as the deipnon, was most often 
eaten at midday. There were customarily two other meals, the ariston, or 
“morning meal,” and the dorpos, or “evening meal.” 

Although these are the names normally applied to these meals, it should 
be noted that labels for meals were not strictly adhered to in Homer. Indeed, 
other terms for meals also occur. Furthermore, the term deipnon, although 
normally used for the midday meal, is also occasionally used for the morning 
meal (Od. 9.311, 15.76, 19.321). By and large, however, it tends to be the 
term used to designate the most important meal of the day." 

By the time of the classical period, namely, in the sixth and fifth centuries 
B.C.E., the deipnon had moved to the evening. The midday meal was then 
called ariston and breakfast went by the name of akratisma. The akratisma, as 
the name implies, consisted of little more than bread dipped in unmixed 
wine (akratos) and was normally taken at sunup. The midday meal was also a 
rather light meal.'? 

But by far the most important meal of the day was the deipnon, now trans- 
lated "dinner" or "supper," which, when it was extended into a significant 
social event to which guests would be invited, became what we call a “ban- 
quet." For with the change to the evening hour and the adoption of reclining 
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with all its accoutrements, the deipnon took on the character of a more 
leisurely meal, one appropriate to the posture of reclining. It became not only 
the one formal meal of the day but also potentially the social highlight of the 
day as well. As a banquet, it would thus function not only to allay the 
appetite but also to provide an entire evening's entertainment. 

Similar customs had developed among the Romans, largely adopted and 
adapted from the Greeks.'? The Romans also had a tradition of three meals 
to the day—the ientaculum, or breakfast, the prandium, or midday meal, and 
the cena, or evening meal. The cena became equivalent to the Greek deipnon 
as the most important meal of the day and the meal to which one would 
invite guests for an evening's entertainment. 

The ientaculum was usually taken at sunup or at the third or fourth hour 
of the day, that is, 6:58 to 9:29 in summer and 9:02 to 10:31 in winter.' It 
was a light meal, but evidently not as light as the Greek akratisma. The elder 
Pliny described his breakfast as “light and simple in the old fashioned way" 
(Pliny Ep. 3.5.10). A typical menu might include bread with salt and one or 
two of the following: dried fruit, olives, cheese, or eggs.!5 The drink could be 
milk or mulsum, a drink made of wine mixed with honey. 

The prandium was eaten at midday or about the sixth hour; that is, 10:44 
to 12:00 in summer and 11:15 to 12:00 in winter. Since the cena could fol- 
low this meal as little as three hours later, the prandium tended to be a light 
meal. It often consisted of reliquiae or leftovers from the day before.'* 
Seneca’s meal is probably more sober than most, but is illustrative of the 
nature of the prandium: "Dry bread, no need of a table, no need to wash my 
hands afterwards" (Ep. 83.6).' A more typical menu might include a portion 
of meat or fish with fruit and wine.” Indeed, there are even some examples 
of inviting guests to one's midday meal, which evidently would call for the 
meal to be more elaborate.?! 

The cena was the evening meal and the major meal of the day. It usually 
began at the ninth hour and ended at dark, which meant that a normal meal 
might last anywhere from two and a half to three and three-quarters hours, 
although many lasted much longer. In the summer, the ninth hour began at 
about 2:31 to 3:46 and sundown did not come until about 7:30. In the win- 
ter, the ninth hour came at about 1:20 to 2:13, but since darkness could 
come as early as 4:30, a meal might be more likely to last until after dark.?? 
Among the Greeks, on the other hand, the deipnon generally took place 
shortly before sundown or sometimes even after sundown, and it could 
extend until late in the evening well after dark. For both Greeks and Romans, 
when the evening meal was a formal banquet, it was expected to be an 
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extended event of three hours or more, since it was more than just an occa- 
sion for eating but included a long period of relaxed drinking with enter- 
tainment. 

Prior to the evening meal the upper classes among the Greeks and, later, 
the Romans, preferred to spend the afternoon in exercise followed by a bath. 
This regimen was recommended as conducive to health and as an excellent 
preparation for the heavy meal that was anticipated.” If one were attending 
a banquet for the evening, special attention would be given to grooming the 
body with perfumes and oil, and special dining clothes would be worn for 
the occasion. 

The placement of the banquet in the typical Roman day is illustrated in 
this quotation from Martial: “The first and the second hour wearies clients at 
the levee, the third hour sets hoarse advocates to work; till the end of the fifth 
Rome extends her various tastes; on the sixth gives rest to the tired [the 
prandium and/or siesta]; the seventh will be the end. The eighth to the ninth 
suffices for the oiled wrestlers [the bath]; the ninth bids us crush the piled 
couches [the cena]” (Epig. 4.8). 


Invitations to a Banquet 

Invitations were assumed to be a normal part of the formal banquet. To send 
invitations out a few days in advance so as to fill the quota of guests would, 
of course, be a practical consideration. Whether invitations were communi- 
cated verbally or written evidently could vary, and we have examples of both 
kinds. 

In Xenophon's Symposium, Callias issues invitations to his banquet on the 
afternoon before the meal when he chances upon Socrates and a few com- 
panions (3-4). In Plato's Symposium, on the other hand, Agathon issues his 
invitations the day before the meal (174A). He then tells Aristodemus, 
whom Socrates has invited, “only yesterday I went round to invite [kalein] 
you, but failed to see you” (174E). Though Socrates takes the liberty to invite 
Aristodemus without consulting the host, Aristodemus is careful to insist 
that he has not come uninvited (ak/étos, 174C) but has been invited by 
Socrates (174E). This illustrates the significance given to the propriety of an 
invitation. 

This example also sets up the phenomenon of the uninvited guest, a phe- 
nomenon that becomes a stock motif in the literary genre of the symposium 
(to be described further below). In Plato's version, it is Alcibiades who arrives 


late and uninvited. He disrupts the meal with good-humored ribaldry, hav- 
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ing come from his revelries at another party that evening, and asks if he may 
join the group (212D-213A). He does so only when Agathon, the host, 
extends to him an invitation on the spot (“and Agathon invited [kalein] 
him,” 213A). Later, another group of less disciplined uninvited “revelers” 
(kömastai) arrive, having secured an entrance when the door is opened for a 
departing guest. They are allowed to take over the symposium and impose 
their own drinking rules, leading to the gradual dissolution of the entire 
occasion (223B). The uninvited guest became a standard literary figure, but 
how common this practice was at actual meals is less clear. 

Examples of written invitations have been preserved from the Hellenistic 
period in Egypt. Here they are found among other everyday documents writ- 
ten on papyrus that have survived in the dry sands of Egypt, documents that 
include private letters, bills of account, and other records of everyday affairs. 
These are actual written invitations, not literary idealizations, and, as such, 
represent significant primary data. 

These invitations clearly exhibit a standard literary form. In his 1975 study 
of the form of papyrus invitations, Chan Hie Kim identified thirty letters of 
invitation of which twenty-five share a common structure. A subsequent 
publication of two more invitations from the collection at Columbia Univer- 
sity brings the total of papyrus invitations known to me to thirty-two.° 

A common form of the papyrus invitation is seen in the following: 
"Chaeremon requests you to dine at the banquet of the Lord Sarapis in the 
Sarapeion tomorrow, the 15th, at the 9th hour.”?7 Kim has outlined the basic 
structure of the invitations as follows: (1) There is an invitation verb, which 
in this case is erotan but in other cases is kalein. Apparently the two words are 
interchangeable as terms for "invite." The invitation verb is followed by (2) 
the reference to the invited guest, always given as the second person pro- 
noun. Since those invited are never named, Kim surmises that the same invi- 
tation could be used by a messenger who would read it to the various 
individuals whom the host would designate.?* Next is (3) the naming of the 
host. Item (4) is the purpose of the invitation, which is consistently expressed 
with the verb deipnein (“to dine"). The next items are (5) the occasion, (6) 
the place, (7) the date, and (8) the time. 

It is the occasion and place that raise the most intriguing questions. In the 
example text, we have a reference, also found in eleven other papyrus texts, 
to the klinz of Sarapis, a highly popular Hellenistic-Egyptian deity. The term 
klin, which is translated above as “banquet,” literally means “couch.” It is 
used here in a technical sense to refer to a specific type of meal, perhaps a type 
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of sacrificial meal; this concept will be discussed further in chapter 4. Note 
that the klin? could be held in a temple, as in the model text above, or in a 
private home, as is found in three other extant texts.”? 

Twelve of the texts in Kim list offer invitations to wedding feasts, of which 
the following is an example: “Dioscoros invites you to dine at the wedding of 
her son on the 14th of Mesore in the temple of Sabazius from the ninth hour, 
farewell."? Here the wedding feast is to take place at a temple. In other cases, 
it took place at the home of the parents of the bride or groom: “Herais 
requests your company at dinner in celebration of the marriage of her children 
at her house tomorrow, the 5th, at 9 o’clock.”>! Four other invitations list the 
occasion as a birthday feast, of which the following is an example: "Diogenes 
invites you to dinner for the first birthday of his daughter in the Serapeion 
tomorrow which is Pachon 26 from the eighth hour onwards.”?? Apparently 
the location of the feast could vary from a temple to a private home regardless 
of the occasion for the meal. 

How many guests to invite is an interesting question. One factor, of 
course, would be the size of the facilities, but since these tended to follow 
standard patterns, there were obviously other factors defining the proper 
number to include in such an occasion. Varro is quoted to the effect that the 
smallest number should be three and the largest number nine, “for it is dis- 
agreeable to have a great number, since a crowd is generally disorderly, and at 
Rome it stands, at Athens it sits, but nowhere does it recline.”? 

Here he sees the problem as an ethical one as well as a practical one, since 
there is not room for everyone in a large crowd to be accommodated com- 
fortably. Plutarch argues similarly in his discourse “On those who invite large 
numbers to dinner.”* On the one hand, he says, if the crowd is too great for 
the available space, then it is no longer a proper party and is an insult to the 
guests: “For the size of a party also is right so long as it easily remains one 
party. If it gets too large, so that the guests can no longer talk to each other 
or enjoy the hospitality together or even know one another, then it ceases to 
be a party at all.”” On the other hand, even if space is available, the gather- 
ing should be kept small: 


if both space and the provisions are ample, we must still avoid great 
numbers, because they in themselves interfere with sociability and con- 
versation. It is worse to take away the pleasure of conversation at table 
than to run out of wine. . . . People who bring together too many guests 
to one place do prevent general conversation; they allow only a few to 
enjoy each other's society, for the guests separate into groups of two or 


THE GRECO-ROMAN BANQUET 25 


three in order to meet and converse, completely unconscious of those 
whose place on the couches is remote and not looking their way 
because they are separated from them by practically the length of a race 
course. . . . So it is a mistake for the wealthy to build showy dining 
rooms that hold thirty couches or more. Such magnificence makes for 
unsociable and unfriendly banquets where the manager of a fair is 
needed more than a toastmaster.” 


The solution he suggests is to entertain frequently so that the guest list can 
be kept small and manageable: “The rest of us can protect ourselves against 
the risk of gathering too large a crowd by entertaining frequently in small 
groups . . . three or four guests at a time.” Like Varro, then, Plutarch favors 
a small banquet. But whereas Varro allows for a range of three to nine ban- 
queters, Plutarch seems to prefer a maximum of about five (the host plus four 


guests). 


Dining Rooms 

Archaeological discoveries have provided us with plans for typical dining 
rooms in the Greek and Roman world. Although Greeks and Romans devel- 
oped different patterns for dining-room design, they both followed similar 
conventions. Dining rooms were designed so that couches could be 
arranged around a central axis and diners could share tables and communi- 
cate easily with one another. The same form was used for domestic, public, 
and religious settings, supporting the argument that the same meal customs 
were followed for banquets regardless of the setting or context. Consistent 
with the preference in the literary evidence for small banquets, dining rooms 
tended to be constructed to allow for five, seven, nine, or eleven couches in 
an intimate arrangement. Although larger banquet rooms have been found, 
they tend to be designed in such a way that dining couches could be arranged 
in clusters of small groups, as evidenced, for example, at Troizen, or at the 
Asklepieion at Corinth.” 

The dining room in the Greek house is commonly referred to as the 
andron, which translates to mean "men's room.”* This is where male guests 
were to be entertained by the paterfamilias. Except for this room, the desig- 
nation of men's quarters and women's quarters in the typical house does not 
seem to have been standardized, since no clear pattern can be defined in the 
archaeological remains.*! 

Excavations at Olynthus have given us our most definitive evidence for the 
form of the Greek house. Here it was typical for dining rooms to be designed 
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with a pebble mosaic decoration on the floor and a short raised platform 
along the wall where the (wooden) couches would be placed. In some cases, 
there was an entry room as well. It was also common to place the dining 
room within easy access of the front door so that guests could be accommo- 
dated without disturbing the rest of the house.*? 

The Olynthus dining rooms were designed so that couches would be 
arranged along the wall end to end, allowing the diners to recline on their left 
elbows and eat with their right hands. This was a typical arrangement for a 
Greek dining room. When a room was designed especially for couches in this 
form, it meant that only an odd number of couches could be set up, since a 
space had to be left for entrance into the dining room. It also meant that din- 
ing rooms often had off-center doorways to allow for the couches to be 
placed so that the head of each couch would abut the foot of the other. 

Couches were normally made of wood and have not tended to survive in 
situ. Dining rooms are therefore identified not so much by the furnishings as 
by the decorations in the room, especially when space has been marked out 
for the couches, and, in some cases, simply by the aspect of the room, such as 
the use of off-center doorways.“ In a few cases, notably in certain Greek 
sanctuaries, permanent stone or masonry couches were used and so have sur- 
vived in situ. A well-known example of such stone couches is found at the 
Corinth Asklepicion.55 

Whether permanent or portable, couches were covered with pillows to 
make them comfortable for reclining. Tables were placed in front to hold the 
food, and often they would be arranged in such a way that the diners would 
share from the same table. The Greek term for the dining couch, klinz, was the 
same term also used for a couch for sleeping and for the couch on which a 
body was laid out in funeral ceremonies, and there was often very little differ- 
ence between the sleeping couch, the funerary couch, and the dining couch. 46 

The Roman triclinium, or “three-couch” room, followed a different for- 
mat." Here the standard couch was intended to hold three diners, so that a 
triclinium was expected to accommodate nine diners in all. Based on numer- 
ous examples of masonry couches found at Pompeii, a standard format for 
the triclinium can be traced. The masonry couches are more like wide plat- 
forms on which pillows would be placed. Once more the diners would be 
arranged on their left elbows so that they could eat with their right hands. 
The couches would be arranged in a “Pi” shape, with the common table to 
be placed in front of them. 

A later development in dining room design was the stibadium. Here the 
couches were arranged in a semicircular format or Sigma shape. There were 
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usually only seven couches in such a design. It seems to have been a preferred 
design for dining in the outdoors.” 


The Order of the Meal 

The Greeks customarily had two well-defined courses in their banquet. The 
first course was the deipnon proper, during which the meal of the evening 
would be eaten. The second course was the symposium (symposion) or 
“drinking party,” which would be an extended period of relaxed drinking 
during which the entertainment of the evening would be presented. 

The Romans had the same two basic courses, to which they added a course 
of appetizers at the beginning of the meal, called the gustatio or promulsis. 
During the Roman period, the Greeks added an appetizer course as well, 
known as the propoma.? Following the appetizer course was the meal proper, 
which the Romans referred to as the fercula or “courses.” It was divided into 
the prima cena, the altera cena, and the tertia cena. The altera cena was also 
sometimes known as the caput cenae, designating it as the chief dish.*' 

The name the Romans gave to the last course was comissatio or convivium, 
both of which are usually translated “drinking party.” This course was also 
called “second tables" (mensae secundae).?* It tended to be more of a dessert 
course than in the Greek tradition, with nuts, fruits, and sweet cakes (bel- 
laria) being served.” It was especially, however, a time for serious drinking 
and entertainment. In some cases drinking and entertainment would take 
place during the meal as well. Quite often in such cases the convivium might 
be reserved especially for conversation. 

Martial describes a three-course meal provided by a host whom he casti- 
gates for serving gourds for every course: “Gourds you will eat at once even 
among the hors-d’oeuvre, gourds he will bring you in the first or second 
course, these in the third course he will set again before you, out of these he 
will furnish later on your dessert.”* Here he refers to the gustus, the prima, 
altera, and tertia cena, and the epidipnis, a term for the dessert course derived 
from the Greek term epideipnis referring to the course following the deipnon. 

Ata Greek meal, when the guests arrived, certain rituals normally took 
place before the meal began. A servant would meet the guest at the door and 
lead him to the dining room. There other servants would remove his shoes 
and wash his feet, after which he would be ready to take his place on a couch. 
The standard formula is described in Platos Symposium: “So the attendant 
washed him and made him ready for reclining."55 

After the guests had reclined, the slaves brought them water for washing 
their hands, as in Athenaeus: “Water over the hand, tables brought in.”*” 
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Since utensils were not used, except for the occasional use of a spoon, they ate 
with their hands.?* Bits of bread functioned as napkins on which the hands 
were wiped during the meal. These were then thrown on the floor, along with 
bones and other scraps, which were then eaten by the dogs that were often 
present for this purpose.” 

The food was brought in by the slaves on the tables, if they were the nor- 
mal portable kind, or on trays if the tables were permanent. Athenaeus, quot- 
ing Philoxenus of Leucas (date unknown), describes the scene: “And slaves 
twain brought unto us a table with well-oiled face, another for others, while 
other henchmen bore a third, until they filled the chamber." The tables 
were arranged one to a couch or group of couches, so that in many cases din- 
ers might share from the same table. Athenacus refers to the custom of eating 
from the same table in Arcadia, which carried with it a symbolic sense of 
equality at the table: “The Arcadians entertain at their celebrations masters 
and slaves, setting one table before them all; they freely serve food for all to 
share, and mix the same bowl for all."! Lucian refers to the same motif, but 
with a typical satirical point of view, when he has two diners who share from 
the same table fight over the larger portion of the serving. 

To conclude the main course (the deipnon) and mark the transition to the 
second course (the symposium), an elaborate formal ritual took place. First 
the tables were removed and the floor swept. Then water was passed around 
for washing the hands. Next a libation of unmixed wine was offered “to the 
good daemon” or “Good Deity” (agathou daimonos), and a “paean” was sung 
(paianizein). In addition, garlands and perfumes might be passed around for 
the guests. 

These rituals are enumerated in various sources as follows: 


Now, at last, the floor is swept, and clean are the hands of all the guests, 
and their cups as well; one slave puts plaited wreaths on their heads, 
another offers sweet-smelling perfume in a saucer; the mixing-bowl 
stands full of good cheer [euphrosyn2]; and another wine is ready, which 
promises never to give out. . . . 

After this, it seems, when Socrates had taken his place [or “reclined” 
(kataklinento)) and had dined [deipnésanto] with the rest, they made 
libation and sang a chant to the god [asanta ton theon] and so forth, as 
custom bids [ta nomizomenal, till they betook them to drinking. 

When the tables had been removed and the guests had poured a liba- 
tion and sung a hymn [epaianisan), there entered a man from Syracuse, 
to give them an evening's merriment. 
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As is clear from these quotations, the order and specific number of pre- 
symposium rituals varies. But it is clear that, at the least, a ritual libation and 
removal of the tables commonly marked the transition from the eating to the 
drinking part of the meal. Then the wine would be brought in for the mix- 
ing, and the “second tables” of food for the “dessert” or drinking course 
would be provided. 

The wine ceremonies varied somewhat from place to place, but the 
description provided by Diodorus Siculus is considered representative: “It is 
the custom, they say, when unmixed wine is served during a meal to greet it 
with the words, “To the Good Deity! [agathou daimonos]' but when the cup 
is passed around after the meal diluted with water, to cry out “To Zeus Sav- 
ior! [Dios Sörzros]’” (4.3). Other sources agree that the first libation was given 
with unmixed wine and was dedicated to the “Good Deity," but in some 
cases this libation was given immediately after the meal rather than during it. 
The second ceremony connected with Zeus Savior refers to the wine mixing 
that took place just prior to the drinking party proper. The first cup from the 
bowl of mixed wine was dedicated to Zeus Savior. 

The reference to the “Good Deity” was generally understood as a reference 
to Dionysus, but there was disagreement as to the meaning of the dedication 
to Zeus Savior. These interpretations are enumerated by Athenaeus: 


When the unmixed wine is poured during the dinner (deipnon], the 
Greeks call upon the name of the “Good Deity,” giving honor to the deity 
who discovered the wine; he was Dionysus. But with the first cup of 
mixed wine given after the dinner they call upon Zeus the Savior, because 
they assume thar he, as the originator of rainstorms, was the author of the 
painless mixture derived from the mingling of wind and rain. 

He [Amphictyon, King of Athens] also instituted the custom of tak- 
ing just a sip of unmixed wine after meat as a proof of the power of the 
“Good Deity,” but after that they might drink mixed wine, as much as 
each man chose. They were also to repeat over this cup the name of Zeus 
the Savior as a warning and reminder to drinkers that only when they 
drank in this fashion would they surely be safe. 





These explanations of the dedication to Zeus Savior are obviously moralizing 
attempts to explain an already-existing custom. It is probable, however, that 
these libations originated in reference to household deities.” 

Another common custom called for three bowls to be mixed at one time. 
The first cup from each of these bowls would then be dedicated to different 
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deities: the first to the Olympians, the second to the Heroes, and the third to 
Zeus Savior. This custom is referred to in the following reference: “They mix 
the first krater to Zeus Olympios, the second to the Heroes, and the third to 
Zeus Savior.””° 

The method for offering a libation at a meal has been explained in this 
way. Whenever the wine was ladled into the cup, the name of the deity was 
pronounced over it in the genitive case, “to the Good Deity” (agathou dai- 
monus) or “to Zeus Savior” (Dios sötzros). The host or symposiarch would 
then pronounce the name of the deity again and pour out a portion into the 
fire or onto the floor. He would then take a sip and pass the cup around for 
each guest to sip, saying the name of the deity in the genitive as they did so.”! 

Also in connection with the pre-symposium ritual a “paean” was often 
sung. This was probably a solemn song or chant, although in other contexts 
a pacan would be a victory or triumphal song. The specific content of such a 
hymn at the close of a meal is not clear, but it does appear to have had reli- 
gious significance. Thus in Platos Symposium the guests are said to have 
“sung a hymn to the god.”” 

Following these ceremonies, the final course of the meal would be served, 
that is, the "second tables” or the “dessert” course (tragemata). Here the food 
served included various fruits and nuts, with copious portions of salt 
included, the purpose being to provoke the thirst for greater enjoyment of 
the drinking.” 

Athenaeus remarks on the nature of the dessert course as follows: 


Aristotle in his treatise On Drunkenness uses the term “second tables” 
much as we do in this passage, thus: “In general, dessert [eragema] must 
be distinguished from the meal in that the one consists of eating, the 
other of munching [rrógalio;]. This last is the traditional word among 
the Greeks, since they serve the things to be eaten in the form of things 
to chew [tragéma]. Hence the first man to term this a ‘second table’ was 
probably right; for as a matter of fact the eating of the ‘munchies’ course 
[tragématismos] makes a kind of subsequent meal, and the ‘munchies’ 
themselves [tragémata) are served as a second dinner.””* 


Athenaeus continues in subsequent sections of book 14 to describe various 
dishes of the dessert course. He summarizes the proper ingredients of the 
dessert course in 14.642a (quoted from Amphis, a Middle Comedy poet 
from the fourth century B.c.E.): "Cakes of fine meal, good wine, eggs, 
sesame-seeds, perfume, a wreath, a flute-girl.” 
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This part of the meal was also called the symposion or potos, the “drinking 
party,” for it was this part of the banquet that was set aside for serious drink- 
ing. In the Roman period, wine was often drunk during the meal as well as 
during the symposium. The division between courses nevertheless contin- 
ued, as illustrated by Plutarch's reference to the “philosophical talk at the 
drinking party” (philosophein para poton), which took place “after dinner” 
(meta deipnon).’> 

Could there be a symposium without a deipnon? In some cases guests were 
invited for the symposium alone, indicating that it could be conducted sep- 
arately from the meal. Furthermore, in symposium literature, the symposium 
itself, where the drinking and conversation took place, is given the greatest 
attention, as, for example, in the Symposia of Plato and Xenophon. It should 
also be noted that the transitional ritual described above implies a clear break 
between the two courses, with the symposium beginning with its own liba- 
tions. Indeed, the symposium became identified virtually as an institution in 
its own right, so that in much of the literature, it is the only part of the meal 
that is remarked upon. 

Could there be a deipnon without a symposium? Certainly it would be dif- 
ficult to imagine a formal meal where there was no drinking of wine. Since the 
Greeks preferred to drink their wine mixed, and since the mixing ceremony 
did not take place until the main course was completed, it would seem quite 
unusual for a formal meal not to conclude with some drinking and conversa- 
tion or entertainment, that is, with the basic ingredients of a symposium. The 
drinking party, therefore, must be seen as the ordinary conclusion to a formal 
meal, or banquet. As Robert Flaceliere states, “Every formal dinner . . . con- 
sisted of two successive stages: first came the satisfaction of one’s hunger by the 
banquet proper, and secondly . . . there was the business of drinking . . . a 
process accompanied by all sorts of incidental entertainment." 


The Menu 

Since the banquet was an occasion for entertaining guests, the menu would 
tend to represent the finest one could offer. The normal diet would doubtless 
be much simpler.” 

A typical menu at the Greek banquet might consist of bread and various 
vegetables, with fish or meat if the meal was especially extravagant. There 
were many grades and varieties of breads since it was the staple of the diet.” 
Vegetables might include lettuce, beans, onions, leeks, herbs, and olives. Fish 
was especially prized and was available in many varieties.” The Roman diet 
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was characterized by a lavish use of a fermented fish sauce known as garum, 
which was used to flavor meats and other foods. Meat, however, was scarce, 
and was generally available to the populace only on festive occasions when- 
ever sacrifices were made. In fact, most meat for the Greek table (other than 
game) seems to have originated as sacrificial meat; thus the term hiereion 
(“sacrificial meat") came to signify meat in general. The usual types of 
meats were beef, lamb, pork, and goat. Sausages made from these were also 
available. Game was rarely a staple in the urban diet but was more widely 
available in rural areas. A cookbook from the Roman period, written by Api- 
cius, gives a sense for some of the flavors of Roman foods, although some of 
the ingredients and amounts are obscure to us.*! 

Wine was always drunk mixed; the Greeks considered it boorish to drink 
ones wine unmixed (akratos).** The drinking of mixed wine (kekramenos) 
was so prevalent that the regular term for wine (oinos), if otherwise unde- 
fined, usually meant mixed wine. Thus Plutarch states “we call a mixture 
‘wine’ [oinos] although the larger of the component parts is water.”® 

Common proportions were five parts water to two of wine or three of 
water to one of wine. Athenaeus refers to “an oft-repeated proverb” on the 
subject of traditional mixtures as follows: “‘Drink either five or three or at the 
least not four.’ For they say one should drink two parts wine to five of water, 
or one part wine to three of water.” Plutarch alludes to the same tradition 
when he records a symposiac discussion on the topic, “On ‘Drink five or 
three, not four. "55 

Drinking the wine mixed, of course, meant that much more wine could 
be consumed before an unsociable state of drunkenness would be reached. 
What was the percentage of alcohol in a typical mixture? Oswyn Murray has 
speculated that it would be somewhat equivalent to a modern glass of beer." 
This would allow the drinking to continue over an extended period as 
described in the literature. Wines from certain regions had come to be rec- 
ognized for their quality early on, so that an ancient form of wine snobbery 
is often found in both Greek and Latin literature." 

Drunkenness and extravagant behavior are common features in the liter- 
ary descriptions of banquets, but these occur along with standard depictions 
in which the banquet is seen as a noble and cultured affair. What must be 
noted is that the literature simply does not provide us with a straightforward 
description of a normal Roman meal. Rather, what we have are literary pre- 
sentations that vary between extravagant exaggeration and brief glimpses.’ A 
famous example is the presentation of the banquet of Trimalchio in Petron- 
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ius Satyricon. Here the theme of the boorishness of the new rich is enhanced 
by a wildly extravagant description of elaborate dishes. Too often Petronius is 
read as the norm for Roman banquets rather than what his work is, a literary 
exaggeration. Nevertheless, it contains valuable data about the ideological 
function of the banquet in the ancient social world.’ 


Organization and Leadership at a Banquet 

Arranging the Guests. The guests were placed on the couches according to 
their relative social rank, since each position at the table had an imputed 
ranking attached to it. Social rank generally followed certain well-known 
rules and was considered an appropriate recognition at the banquet as at 
other social occasions. One's rank could vary depending on that of the other 
diners. For example, a foreign dignitary would tend to outrank all other 
guests and so would displace those who might otherwise have a proper claim 
to the first rank at the table. 

Ranking of the guests was a given and always had to be dealt with. Choos- 
ing the proper position for one’s guests was the mark of a good host, and 
called for the most careful forethought so as to avoid insult and embarrass- 
ment. The location of the first rank and the other relative rankings around 
the table might vary depending on the local tradition and the arrangement of 
the couches. But it was a feature that was always present at a banquet. 

The Host. The host would generally be the one in charge of the guest list, 
the menu, and the provision of a place for the banquet. In addition, the host 
would designate the positions that the guests would occupy at the table and, 
if other differentiations among the guests were to be applied, the host would 
be in charge of those as well. 

The Symposiarch. A symposium often began with the selection of a presid- 
ing officer or “symposiarch” from the number of the participants. The sym- 
posiarch then set the rules for the drinking party to follow. 

In Plato's Symposium Agathon's guests decided to proceed without a sym- 
posiarch and let each individual regulate his intake of wine on an individual 
basis. They then agreed on a subject for discussion and on an order of speak- 
ers.” But when Alcibiades arrived later, he appointed himself symposiarch 
(“ruler of the drinking party” [archon tës poseos]) in order to dictate that the 
others drink more.?! What this incident illustrates is the presupposition that 
there were duties normally attended to by the symposiarch, so that if there 
was no one filling that role, these matters had to be attended to in some other 
way. 


34 FROM SYMPOSIUM TO EUCHARIST 


The position of symposiarch, or its equivalent, is found to be present in 
the organization of clubs, as will be explored in chapter 5, as well as in other 
banquet settings. In the Roman period, however, whenever Plutarch was 
chosen to be symposiarch at one of the banquets he attended, the custom was 
called an “ancient” one that was in danger of being abandoned.” This sug- 
gests that it had become a less common practice, but that it was still well 
known as a traditional form of banquet organization. 

When a symposiarch had been chosen, his first duty was to decide the pro- 
portions of the mixture of water to wine in the krater, or wine bowl, which 
had been brought in by the servants for this purpose.” He also decided what 
would be the sizes of the portions of wine to be served to the guests. A pop- 
ular custom was to begin with small cups and conclude with larger ones.” 
Another custom was to take turns toasting one’s neighbor or drinking to his 
health. The Romans called this “drinking in the Greek way.” In Plato's Sym- 
posium the procedure includes an encomium in praise of the neighbor to 
one’s right: “it behooves me to praise my neighbor on the right.” In the 
context, this seems to represent a drinking rule added by Alcibiades in his 
role as self-appointed symposiarch. The passing of the cup would then serve 
as a sign of surrendering the speaking responsibility to the next in line.” 

The Guest of Honor. The person occupying the highest position at table 
would be the guest of honor, and the other diners would be arranged accord- 
ing to rank to his right. The Romans designated the highest position to be 
that of the “consul,” indicating in political terms its significance as a position 
of honor and authority. If an actual consul was not present, the person occu- 
pying that position would presumably inherit at least in a metaphorical sense 
the status implied by the title. 


The Symposium and Entertainment at the Banquet 

Various activities commonly took place at symposia, such as party games, 
dramatic entertainment, and philosophical conversation. A popular game 
was kottabos, whereby the last drops in the wine cup would be flung at a tar- 
get in the middle of the room, with various prizes won or good-luck omens 
indicated for the one who successfully hit the target.” Indeed, it was so pop- 
ular a sport that Theraphrastus complained that Greeks wasted most of their 
wine playing kottabos rather than drinking it.” Part of its appeal doubtless lay 
in its erotic overtones, since often the prize for a successful toss would be sex- 
ual favors.'°° Other games included riddles and various similar intellectual 
exercises to stimulate the conversation.'°! What is notable about all these 
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games is the element of competition, a theme that inheres in the symposium 
for much of its history.'? 

The standard entertainment was provided by the flute girl, who was intro- 
duced to the gathering during or after the opening ceremonies of the sympo- 
sium. A flute girl seems to be the most consistent feature of entertainment at 
a symposium, being included in virtually every pictorial representation of a 
symposium and mentioned in nearly every description.'® Since flute girls 
and other entertainers were traditionally the only women allowed at a Greek 
symposium in the classical period, they tended to be considered as little more 
than harlots, and it is likely that many of them were. 

However, Lucian's satirical treatment of the flute girl at a banquet is 
instructive. In his Symposium, in which he lampoons every literary conven- 
tion of the symposium tradition, one of the revelers attempts to ravish the 
flute girl. ^ It is interesting that the activity is presented as another example 
of boorish manners. Indeed, the flute girl is presented as more victim than 
instigator. Nevertheless, the assumption in the satire appears to be that such 
activities were not uncommon. Certainly it was a literary and artistic con- 
vention to classify flute girls with harlots, and such stereotyping doubtless 
took place in real social situations as well.!95 

Although flute girls were often held in low esteem, we cannot conclude 
that all of them were harlots. Indeed, flute girls were also essential fixtures at 
any Greek sacrificial ceremony and thus played an important role in Greek 
religion as well. On this basis Plutarch argues that they were essential to the 
banquet: “The flute we could not drive away from the table if we wanted to; 
it is as essential to our libations as the garland, and it helps impart a religious 
tone to the singing of the paean.”! He goes on to add, however, that while 
the flute can calm the soul, it can also rouse it if played with too much emo- 
tion." Yer it is clear that the flute girl served an important role in society, 
even though her reputation had been sullied by innuendo and stereotyping. 

Other entertainers at the symposium included dancers, acrobats, and 
various types of musicians. Also prominent in symposium tradition is the 
presentation of literary works, especially poetry. Indeed, L. E. Rossi has 
observed: “I have been persuaded for some time that all Archaic poetry com- 
posed for solo delivery, that is to say monodic poetry, was in origin intended 
for the symposion." 5 The symposium thus provided the setting for the devel- 
opment of a significant form of Greek literature. 

In Plato’s Symposium the only entertainer was the flute girl, who was dis- 
missed so that they might turn to conversation as their entertainment.!® In 
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Xenophon's Symposium there were dancers and acrobats in addition to the 
flute girl. The closing entertainment was a mimic dance in which Dionysus 
and Ariadne were portrayed in a romantic interlude that aroused such 
intense desires in the banqueters that “those who were unwedded swore that 
they would take to themselves wives, and those who were already married 
mounted horse and rode off to their wives that they might enjoy them."!!'? 

The themes of drunkenness and prurient entertainment became stock fea- 
tures in various portrayals of symposia. Symposia in fact became infamous 
for extravagant and even bizarre behavior by entertainers and by the ban- 
queters themselves. Various promiscuous and lewd activities became stock 
subjects for vase painters and were widely represented.!!! The images range 
from showing the diners being sexually teased to their actually sharing sexual 
favors. Their paramours are both female prostitutes (often the flute girls) and 
young boys. Clearly the erotic themes were well established in the sympo- 
sium tradition, so that the vase paintings can be interpreted to represent both 
an idealization and an aspiration for the dinner party.''? These themes were 
also taken up by various moralists and critics of society such as the satirists 
who exaggerated the decadent activities at symposia for effect. 

Whar the vase paintings show is not the common practice at banquets in 
general but an idealization of the banquet as an aristocratic, elite institution 
in Greek imagination. Certainly some would aspire to emulate what the vase 
paintings picture, if they had the means. But much more common would be 
the use of the banquet for a variety of social interactions. Michael Jameson, 
for example, imagines the use of the dining room in the private house for 
such purposes as “farm and business deals, marriage negotiations, politics on 
the local level and relating to the numerous cult organizations to which 
Greek men belonged."!!* 

Since a great emphasis was placed on drinking, drunkenness was naturally 
à common occurrence and was a convenient excuse for any otherwise abnor- 
mal behavior. Once more the archetypical example in the literary tradition is 
found in Plato’s Symposium. Here Alcibiades plays the role of the drunken 
table companion, who arrives already drunk and exhibits bizarre behavior 
throughout the meal. Much later, in the Roman period, Plutarch refers to 
this incident as a standard example of drinking habits at the symposium, thus 
indicating how Plato's picture of Alcibiades had assumed status as an arche- 
type.!^ Similarly, it is noteworthy that Platos Symposium ends with the 
guests all drinking themselves into a stupor.'!> And in Lucian's satirical ver- 
sion of the philosophical symposium, which he represents as a gathering of 
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eminent philosophers from every school, the festivities end in a drunken 
brawl, !!6 

The Roman upper classes became especially infamous for their excesses at 
table.'!” The more austere among them, such as the elder Pliny, railed at the 
increasing decadence of the age.''® Indeed, the drunkenness and gluttony 
connected with extravagant banquets had become such an issue in Roman 
society that sumptuary laws were passed specifying a limit to the amount of 
money that could be spent on individual banquets.!? Nevertheless, com- 
plaints like Pliny's continued, especially from the satirists. 

That excesses and prurient activities did take place frequently cannot be 
denied. But these should not be considered inherent to the meaning of the 
symposium. In fact, the ideal type of the symposium could also be stated in 
another form, for which once more the Symposium of Plato is a supreme 
example: “Since it has been resolved, then,’ said Eryximachus, ‘that we are to 
drink only so much as each desires, with no constraint on any, I next propose 
that the flute girl who came in just now be dismissed: let her pipe to herself 
or, if she likes, to the women-folk within, but let us seek our entertainment 
today in conversation.’””!”° Here the ideal is an emphasis on light drinking, 
only a little light entertainment, and most of the time to be devoted to philo- 
sophical conversation. 

Plutarch devoted one of his symposiac discussions to this passage from 
Plato. He interpreted this reference in Plato to be normative for philosophi- 
cal banquets in general, for it emphasizes the unique combination of the seri- 
ous and pleasurable that one is found in the ideal symposium setting?! Thus 
Plutarch defined the symposium in this way: "A dinner party is a sharing of 
earnest and jest, of words and deeds."!?? 

Plutarch's definition implies an idealization of the institution of the sym- 
posium. A similar perception is alluded to by Athenaeus, when he describes 
the dinner parties of philosophical sects who came together "not that they 
should indulge in intemperance when they came together, but that they 
might cary out with decency and refinement the practices which accord 
with the idea of the symposium [ta kata ton tou symposiou logon).”'> The 
“idea of the symposium” to which he refers is obviously an idealization that 
he interprets as being inherent in its definition. The tradition of the philo- 
sophical banquet, with its emphasis on conversation at table, is central to this 
definition. 

Similarly, the infamous Roman cena/convivium is perhaps too often asso- 
ciated exclusively with the exaggerated extravagance pictured in the lengthy 
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burlesque description of the banquet of Trimalchio in Petronius’s Satyricon. 
There is also another tradition in Roman society, one in which the banquet 
was no less a social occasion but which was not marked by excessive extrava- 
gance. Even the elder Pliny continued his austere meals for two to three 
hours, thus evidently including pleasant conversation or other entertainment 
appropriate to his disposition and preference.!™ 

Cicero provides a further example of this tradition in the Roman world: 


I have always had my club companions. . . . I used to dine with these 
companions—in an altogether moderate way, yet with a certain ardour 
appropriate to my age, which, as time goes on, daily mitigates my zest 
for every pleasure. Nor, indeed, did I measure my delight in these social 
gatherings more by the physical pleasure than by the pleasure of meet- 
ing and conversing with my friends. For our fathers did well in calling 
the reclining of friends [epularem amicorum) at feasts a convivium, 
because it implies a communion of life. . . . And every day I join my 
neighbors in a social meal which we protract as late as we can into the 
night with talk on varying themes.!?5 


To be sure, Cicero is here contrasting the moderate feasts of his old age with 
the “immoderate banquets” (immoderata epulae)'™% that must have been 
more common. Yet he can nevertheless give the term convivium a noble 
meaning, suggesting that the term did not have for him the necessary con- 
notation of “debauch” but could be used in an idealized sense. That idealiza- 
tion included the type of entertainment found at his convivia. That is, as was 
consistent with the tradition of the philosophical banquet, his convivia 
included elevated conversation at table that extended well into the night. 


SPECIAL MEAL OCCASIONS 


Much like what we do today, ancients tended to mark special events and rites 
of passage with banquets. For example, friends might be invited to celebrate 
a victory at an athletic or musical competition. Various festivals on the reli- 
gious calendar would be marked not only with public feasts but also with pri- 
vate celebrations. Examples of celebratory banquets can be gleaned from 
Plutarch: “When Sarapion won the prize with the chorus he directed for the 
phyle Leontis, he entertained at a victory celebration at which I was present.” 
“We were celebrating the victory of Sosicles of Corone, who had won the 
prize over all the poets at the Pythis.” “On the occasion of a banquet during 
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the festival of the Elaphebolia . . . we were entertained at dinner by Philo the 
physician.”'? Birthdays, weddings, and funerals were also occasions for fes- 
tive meals. 


The Birthday Banquet 

Birthday celebrations included a set of religious rituals as well as a banquet. 
Individuals would celebrate not only their own birthdays, but also those of 
their dead relatives and patrons. In fact, in the Roman world the birthday 
commemoration was a regular part of the patronage system.'?* To celebrate a 
patron’s birthday was a recognized means for the client to bestow honor on 
the patron. Horace even referred to the birthday of his patron as being “a 
solemn day for me and almost holier than my own birthday.”!?” 


The Wedding Banquet 
The wedding banquet was a widely practiced nuptial celebration among 
Greeks and Romans.’ Plutarch describes such an event in this way: 


Of all the occasions for a banquet, none is more conspicuous or talked 
about than a wedding. When we offer sacrifice to the gods, or honor a 
friend on the eve of a journey, or entertain guests from abroad, it is pos- 
sible to do so unnoticed by many of our intimates and relatives; but a 
wedding-feast betrays us by the loud marriage cry, the torch, and the 
shrill pipe, things which according to Homer even the women stand at 
their doors to watch and admire. Consequently, since no one is unaware 
that we are receiving guests and must have invited them, we include all 
our relatives, acquaintances, and connections of any degree, because we 
are afraid to leave anyone out.” 


The occasion for these observations is, in fact, Plutarch’s celebration at the 
wedding of his son Autobulus.!*? 

Among the Greeks, the wedding banquet could be given by the family of 
either the bride or the groom, or the two families could give the feast 
together.’ It was expected to be an event that would showcase the family's 
status. In fact, the social pressures put on the celebrants sound strangely mod- 
ern: "At their marriage men invite a crowd to the banquet so that there may 
be many witnesses to testify that the hosts themselves are of good family and 
that their brides come from good families.”'* So luxurious had these ban- 
quets become that by the end of the fourth century, Athens passed laws to 
limit to thirty the number of guests that could attend a wedding banquet. 
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The menu could also get quite elaborate, but one item in particular 
seemed to be necessary at a wedding banquet: sesame cakes. This traditional 
food was thought to impart fertility to the couple, though all in attendance 
would also eat it.'? The banquet was normally held at the home of the host, 
but such celebrations could also be held at sanctuaries.!?? 

The wedding banquet was apparently like any other symposium with one 
major exception: the women of the family were expected to be present. They 
tended to be grouped together at their own tables apart from the men.’ In 
Lucian’s Symposium, for example, which is actually a wedding feast, the 
women occupy a couch to themselves. !?? 

The wedding banquet came to be a stock motif in myth and literature. A 
favorite story among the Greeks was the myth of the wedding banquet of the 
Lapiths. This legendary tribe of humans had invited their distant relatives, 
the centaurs, who were half-horse and half-man. Befitting their status as part 
animal, the centaurs became drunk and began to force themselves on the 
Lapith womenfolk. A great battle ensued in which many centaurs were 
slaughtered. The Greeks loved this story so much that they often illustrated 
it on temple pediments, such as at the temple of Zeus at Olympia and the 
temple of Hephaestus at Athens. 

Interestingly, this theme of strife at the wedding banquet recurred in many 
forms. Lucian's satyrical symposium, for example, which ended in a drunken 
brawl, was a wedding banquet. This may have become a popular literary 
motif because of the inherent sexual tension that was present at a banquet at 
which respectable women were present. 


The Funerary Banquet 

The Greek funeral consisted of three parts, the prothesis, or laying out of the 
body, the ekphora, or conveying of the body to the place of interment, and 
the deposition of the body, which could be by either inhumation or crema- 
tion.” After the ekphora came the perideipnon, or funerary banquet, which 
in the classical period took place in the home of the deceased. It was an 
occasion comparable to any other banquet, only in this case it was held in 
honor of the deceased. This is clear in a fragment from a Greek drama, in 
which a cook refers to his skills in making the funerary banquet a joyous 
occasion: "Whenever I turn my talents to the perideipnon, as soon as they 
come back from the ekphora, all in black, I take the lid off the pot and make 
the mourners smile; such a tickle runs through their tums—it's just like 
being at a wedding. "!*! 
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A popular motif in funerary art in fourth-century Athens showed the 
deceased reclining at a banquet. This image is subject to three possible inter- 
pretations: (1) the deceased is shown enjoying table fellowship with the liv- 
ing at the funerary banquet, (2) the deceased is shown in a joyous afterlife 
characterized by a luxurious banquet, or (3) the deceased is idealized in a rep- 
resentation of the status he enjoyed in his lifetime. The most likely explana- 
tion is the last, that the deceased is being idealized as he wished to be 
remembered. Since these images show the deceased surrounded by the trap- 
pings of luxury and reclining on a couch in a position that fit his privileged 
station in life, a theme intensified by the fact that accompanying figures often 
included a wife who sat and servant who stood at the ready nearby, this 
explanation makes the most sense of the data. Furthermore, the Greeks did 
not have a sufficient sense for a sentient afterlife to suggest that they would 
have imagined a banquet in the hereafter.!^? 

Rites at the tomb suggested that the dead were being invited to share in 
table fellowship with the living or, at least, were being fed. Here, the evidence 
is mixed. On the one hand, the food and drink offerings seem to have been 
intended for them to enjoy, as seen by the fact that some graves, both inhu- 
mation and cremation types, had pipes inserted so that the offering would 
reach the remains. These pipes have been referred to by scholars as “feeding 
tubes, ”!43 

On the other hand, the basic Greek belief was that the dead could no 
longer enjoy the pleasures of the living. Thus a fragment from a choral 
lament, perhaps meant for the symposium at a perideipnon, expresses the 
view that what distinguishes the dead from the living is especially the fact 
that they can no longer enjoy the pleasures of the table: 


Then he will lie in the deep-rooted earth 
and share no more in the symposion, the lyre, 
and the sweet cry of flutes.“ 


The same sentiment is expressed in a text from Theognis: “Nobody, when the 
earth once covers him and he descends to the darkness, the abode of Perse- 
phone, can rejoice in hearing either the lyre or the flute player, or be glad- 
dened by the gifts of Dionysus. Knowing this, I follow my heart's desire while 
my limbs are yet nimble and I bear my head unshaken."!55 The funerary ban- 
quet (perideipnon), therefore, was an occasion in which the deceased was 
honored, but he was not considered to be present at the meal. As Murray 
concludes: “There existed in the Greek world a polarity, a more or less 





FROM SYMPOSIUM TO EUCHARIST 


absolute distinction between the world of the symposion and the world of the 
dead.” 46 

The same was not true for the Romans, where the evidence is much 
stronger that the dead were considered capable of receiving sustenance from 
the living. Roman burials more commonly contained the “feeding tubes” 
described above. And some elaborate tombs have been found in which 
kitchens were provided for the use of the celebrators who came to the tomb 
to enjoy a feast in memory of the deceased.!*? 

Roman funerary ritual specified a series of feasts to be held in honor of the 
deceased: (1) The silicernium was eaten at the tomb on the day of the funeral. 
(2) The cene novendialis was a celebration to mark the end of the nine day 
period of mourning. (3) The Parentalia was a festival on the religious calen- 
dar in which families would visit the graves of dead relatives and have a feast 
there. (4) The Lemuria was another religious festival in which banquets in 
honor of the dead would be celebrated. (5) The dies natalis, or birthday of the 
deceased, was also celebrated yearly by friends and relatives with a banquet. ^ 

The funerary societies of the Greeks and Romans existed for the purpose 
of providing proper burials and funerary banquets for their dues-paying 
membership. They will be studied more extensively in chapter 5. 


SOCIAL CLASS AND STATUS AT THE BANQUET 


The meal customs most commonly represented in our literature tend to be 
those of the aristocratic class, For example, as has already been noted, the cus- 
tom of reclining was adopted from a context in which it was associated pri- 
marily with the posture of a ruler at table. It continued to carry this 
symbolism when applied to the Greek context, so that those who reclined 
tended to be associated with the ruling class. Thus the reclining posture was 
traditionally reserved for free citizens; women, children, and slaves were to sit 
when they ate." 

These customs are related to the fact that the symposium of the classical 
Greek period tended to be a celebration of aristocratic male culture. Conse- 
quently, respectable women were not a part of the gathering. If women were 
present, they would be either flute girls or hetairai (female companions or pros- 
titutes). That is to say, they would have a subservient role, primarily one in 
which they were treated as sexual objects.’ Indeed, one of the institutional fea- 
tures of the symposium tradition was the motif of violence against women. ^! 

Yet there were variations on this theme, instances in which women are 
found at banquets in roles other than those of sexual subservience. Joan 
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Burton has traced a pattern of inroads in Greek culture through the cen- 
turies.'*? She points out the existence of female members of the Pythagorean 
societies, the Pythagorikai, in the Archaic period in Greece.!5? In the fifth 
century, we have instances of Athenian women attending banquets with their 
husbands. There is also the case of Aspasia, a woman who began as a hetaira, 
or courtesan, but progressed to the point that she became famous in the lit- 
erature as a female who could spar intellectually with men at symposia.!5* 
Thus by the Hellenistic period, though we have few records to go on, there 
is a likelihood that respectable women could be found more and more at 
symposia, especially since this was a period in which women were receiving 
greater rights and public visibility in Hellenistic culture.’ 

These developments are reflected in late republican Rome as well. By the 
first century c.E. there is evidence that respectable women of the Roman aris- 
tocratic class were increasingly to be found at banquets and would often 
recline.'° This represented a change from the well-known earlier custom, 
identical to that of the Greeks, in which women did not normally appear at 
the banquet, and when they did, they sat. This is noted as a change in cus- 
tomary behavior in the first century B.c.£. by Cornelius Nepos: 


On the other hand, many actions are seemly according to our code 
which the Greeks look upon as shameful. For instance, what Roman 
would hesitate to take his wife to a dinner party? What matron does not 
frequent the front rooms of her dwelling and show herself in public? But 
it is very different in Greece; for there a woman is not admitted to a din- 
ner party, unless relatives only are present, and she keeps to the more 
retired part of the house called “the woman's apartment.”!*7 


By the second century C.E., however, the inclusion of women at dinner 
parties appears to have become more acceptable in the Greek world as well. 
At Lucian’s Symposium, which was a wedding feast, and thus an occasion 
when women would be expected to be present, the women “occupied” their 
own couch: “On the right as you enter, the women occupied the whole 
couch, as there were a good many of them, with the bride among them, very 
scrupulously veiled and hedged in by the women. Toward the back door 
came the rest of the company according to the esteem in which each was 
held. Opposite the women, the first was Eucritus. . . ."5* Whether these 
women were reclining or sitting is not clear, but since they occupied a couch, 
itis likely that they were reclining. Reclining would also be appropriate since 
it was considered especially accommodating for a large number who share a 
couch. 
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On the other hand, whenever an uninvited guest arrives late to Lucian’s 
banquet, since all the couches are taken, he is offered a place to sit. He is 
insulted and refuses on the grounds that such a posture is “womanish and 
weak” (gynaikeion kai malthakon).'® Rather, he elects to recline on the floor. 
Here, sitting versus reclining at a meal is clearly interpreted as indicative of 
social rank, and the ancient designation of women as representative of those 
at the bottom of the social ladder is invoked. Whether Lucian intended to 
picture the women at this particular banquet as reclining or sitting is not 
entirely clear, however. 

This allusion to the traditional subservient position of women at the ban- 
quet, at a time when customs had apparently begun to change, points out 
how practice and tradition may sometimes be at odds. Whether women had 
a position of equality at the table, therefore, is an issue in which the differ- 
ence between literary idealization and historical reconstruction must be care- 
fully weighed. In addition, the idea that a woman who attends banquets can 
by definition be considered a prostitute is found throughout the Greco- 
Roman period. This means that a “respectable” woman might attend a ban- 
quet, but in certain contexts she could still be in danger of being condemned 
for her actions.'® 

Because reclining was a posture that required that one be served, it tended 
to be associated with a class that owned servants. Consequently, servants 
were, in a sense, as much a part of the “furniture” of a reclining banquet as 
were the couches or mattresses for reclining. Usually the host provided all of 
the servants for the meal,'°' but there are examples of situations where indi- 
viduals brought their own servants who then stood behind them and admin- 
istered to their needs.!&? 

Those who reclined at a banquet, therefore, indicated thereby their status 
in society-at-large. Yet there were still distinctions of status among the reclin- 
ers themselves, indicated especially by the ranking order of the guests, since 
different values were assigned to the positions around the table. The locations 
of these rankings appear to have differed among Greeks and Romans,'® but 
their existence was a given at any formal meal. Thus the issue of status was a 
problem that had to be resolved at every meal, either by assigning positions 
according to some standard of ranking within society, thus inviting possible 
jealousies and hard feelings at what should be a pleasurable event,'™ or by 
attempting to do away with rankings altogether. The latter option would not 
automatically solve the problem, since some would be insulted if they did not 
receive their due recognition.’ Consequently, the question of status and 


THE GRECO-ROMAN BANQUET BJ 45 


ranking among the guests appears to lie behind many of the disputes at meals 
and called for rules and regulations to create a more orderly environment. 

Differing status could be designated at meals in other ways. In some cases, 
a larger portion was designated to an honored member of a meal community. 
For example, a worshipper might be honored with a special portion at a sac- 
rificial meal as a reward or honor.'® But sometimes status among guests 
would be indicated by the host, who would serve a lower quality of food or 
wine to those whom he considered to be of a lower rank. Although this 
appears to have been a widespread practice in the Roman period, it was 
roundly condemned by various moralists of the time. 

For example, Martial frequently complains about being served a lesser fare 
as one who is at the table as a client of his patron, the host: 


Since I am asked to dinner, no longer, as before, a purchased guest [i.c., 
client], why is not the same dinner served to me as to you? You take oys- 
ters fattened in the Lucrine lake, I suck a mussel through a hole in the 
shell; you get mushrooms, I take hog funguses; you tackle turbot, but I 
brill. Golden with fat, a turtledove gorges you with its bloated rump; 
there is set before me a magpie that has died in its cage. Why do I dine 
without you, although, Ponticus, I am dining with you? The dole has 
gone: let us have the benefit of that; let us eat the same fare. 


Here it should be noted that although Martial relates an experience that must 
have been all too common in the Roman world, he can nevertheless present 
a moral argument in opposition to this custom that also is derived from meal 
tradition. 

Similarly, Pliny describes a meal at which the host provided food to his 
guests according to their status, with those of a higher status receiving the 
best.'^5 He notes that it is better to share the same fare so that the guests may 
be true dining companions (convictores)'® not divided according to rank but 
sharing an equal table"? His companion points out that he often shares in 
the same fare as his lower-class guests for the sake of economy. Pliny, how- 
ever, rebukes the economic argument and counsels sharing of the finer fare: 
“Believe me, if you restrain your greedy instincts, it is no strain on your 
finances to share with several others the fare you have yourself.” He warns 
against “being taken in by this extravagance under guise of economy which 
is to be found at the table in certain homes.”!7! 

Both Martial and Pliny, therefore, can be seen to be reflecting aspects of 
common meal etiquette even as they argue against prevailing customs. 
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These traditions of banquet ethics and etiquette will be discussed further in 
chapter 3. 

Finally, the question naturally arises whether the banquet customs out- 
lined here could only have applied to the upper classes in the Greco-Roman 
world, Certainly many aspects of these customs were more appropriate to the 
upper classes, such as the necessity of servants or even the leisure time to 
devote to a long evening meal. Yet I would still argue that the banquet served 
as the model for any social class that wished to participate in a ceremonial or 
celebrative meal of some kind.'7? Thus such features as the division of the 
meal into courses, the connection of entertainment with the symposium 
course, the question of status, and the custom of reclining itself—all were 
particulars of the institution of the banquet that tended to accompany it at 
whatever level of society it was found. Plutarch refers to the ubiquity of ban- 
quet customs when he notes: “After dinner even common, unliterary people 
allow their thoughts to wander to other pleasures, as far away as possible 
from the concerns of the body. They take up conundrums and riddles, or the 
Names and Numbers game." 


CONCLUSION 


This chapter has outlined the basic meal customs of the Greco-Roman world 
as defined in Greek and Roman literature, art, and archacology. These cus- 
toms form the basis for the practice of the Greco-Roman banquet through- 
out the culture. Some items, such as the menu, will obviously change, but 
the basic model will remain the same. In the next chapter we will see how 
the banquet was given ideological underpinnings in the philosophical ban- 
quet tradition. 





CHAPTER 3 


THE PHILOSOPHICAL 
BANQUET 


“To consign to utter oblivion all that occurs at a drinking-party is not 
only opposed to what we call the friend-making character of the dining 
table, but also has the most famous of the philosophers to bear witness 
against it—Plato, Xenophon, Aristotle, Speusippus, Epicurus, Prytanis, 
Hieronymous, and Dio of the Academy, who all considered the record- 
ing of conversations held at table a task worth some effort.” 
—Plutarch, Quaest. conv. 612D-E. 


“At the entertainments which it was the custom of us young men to 
hold at Athens at the beginning of each week, as soon as we had finished 
cating and an instructive and pleasant conversation had begun . . ." 
—Gell., NA 7.13.12. 


When analyzing the data for ancient meals, it is always appropriate to ask, “Is 
it real or is it fictional?” The above quotation from Plutarch is found in a con- 
text in which he is purportedly presenting conversations at actual meals in 
which he participated. Yet when he reports such events, he does so in con- 
scious imitation of the literary genre of the symposium, as he tells us here in 
so many words. Consequently, while there may be some real data here, it is 
clearly couched in the form of an idealization. 

This is found to be true in most of our data. As in Plutarch, even if real 
meals are being reported, there is a tendency to idealize them according to 
the literary traditions of the symposium. Furthermore, there is no need for a 
real meal to stand behind a literary symposium. For example, Plutarch him- 
self wrote a first-person account of a banquet of the seven sages (Convivium 
septem sapientium). Since the seven sages were largely legendary figures and 
Plutarch dates this meal three hundred years prior to his own time, he is 
clearly utilizing the literary genre of the symposium in a fictional mode.' A 
similar device is used in his Quaestiones convivales (or “Table Talk”), where he 
also writes from the perspective of a participant at the meals, but here he 
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describes them as having taken place in his own time and place with his 
friends and family in attendance. Certainly it is fair to say that many of these 
discussions may have taken place in one form or another at actual meals.’ But 
the form in which he recorded them is clearly an idealization of himself and 
his friends that he wrote according to the conventions of the genre as he 
understood it. In fact, he wrote these dialogues to serve as examples of 
“proper” meal conversation.’ That is, they were to serve as models for con- 
ducting actual symposia. Similar qualifications would apply to meal descrip- 
tions in other genres. For example, the symposium form is used by satirists, 
but this by no means implies that actual meals lie behind the satirized 
descriptions. 

We therefore have two interrelated phenomena that go by the name "sym- 
posium.” On the one hand, there is the symposium as social institution, in 
which actual meals were conducted according to a social pattern of codes and 
customs. On the other hand, there is the symposium as literary form, in 
which meals, particularly those of the famous philosophers, were idealized 
according to established literary patterns and topoi. Distinguishing where 
one begins and the other leaves off calls for exercising extreme care and sub- 
tlety in reading the data. 

Furthermore, the interrelation of these phenomena is quite complex. As 
has already been mentioned, the reporting of meals tended to assume the lit- 
erary form of the symposium as a matter of course—that was simply the way 
one talked about meals in written form. Thus we cannot expect to find any 
descriptions of ancient meals that do not partake of this idealization. In addi- 
tion, oral and written data of genres other than the symposium can be found 
to have been influenced by that form when discussing meals. For example, 
even such varied sets of data as rules of conduct at club banquets and the 
order of the liturgy at the Jewish Passover exhibit the influence of the sym- 
posium form. 

It must also be acknowledged that the symposium as literary form is itself 
a reflection of the form and associated values of the symposium as social 
institution. Thus even the idealized record of a meal can be used to recon- 
struct actual meal practices. One must be careful, of course, not to read a lit- 
erary idealization as if it is an anthropological description. But one can 
nevertheless trust that a commonplace idealization of a meal does reflect 
accepted views as to what is “proper” for one to practice at one’s own meals. 
Furthermore, it is also apparent that the literary form tended to have a 
reverse effect and be read as a kind of “model” for how an ideal meal should 
be conducted. 





THE PHILOSOPHICAL BANQUET 


In order to sort out this complex data, I will first summarize the basic 
motifs and topoi of the symposium genre. Then I will discuss the philosoph- 
ical banquet as a social institution. Finally, I will note the importance of the 
philosophical banquet and philosophical discussions of meal etiquette in 
defining the basic patterns of the social code of meals in the ancient world. 


THE SYMPOSIUM AS A LITERARY GENRE 


The symposium genre was highly popular and influential far beyond philo- 
sophical circles. It enjoyed a long period of popularity extending from at least 
the sixth century B.C.E. to the medieval period and beyond. It was adapted 
for use in satire, in Jewish writings imitative of the genre, and even in the ear- 
liest form of the liturgy for the Jewish Passover. Aspects of the genre lie 
behind meal descriptions and allusions in all of ancient literature, including 
especially Jewish and Christian writings of the period of this study. 

The most influential single pieces representative of the genre are the sym- 
posia of Plato and Xenophon, both of which present a meal as the setting for 
a dialogue of Socrates. When allusions are made to specific works of the 
genre, invariably one or both of these are mentioned. In many cases, how- 
ever, there are not explicit references to the genre. Rather, one finds allusions 
and various literary forms derived from the genre that testify to its pervasive 
influence on any literary efforts to speak of meals, real or imagined. 

In a classic study of the symposium genre, Josef Martin identified stock 
characters and stock motifs that can be traced throughout symposium litera- 
ture.‘ The stock characters included the host, the jester, the uninvited guest, 
the physician, the late-arriving guest, the whiner, the insulted guest, the 
heavy drinker, and the pair of lovers. Among the stock motifs was the use of 
a quarrel or contest as a topos on which to build the narrative. Martin’s study 
reminds us that the genre tended to occur in a narrative format. The motifs 
of the genre, however, could occur in a variety of forms. That is to say, the 
symposium narrative became embedded in the culture and profoundly influ- 
enced meal practices as well as literary descriptions throughout the period of 
this study. 


THE SYMPOSIUM AS A SOCIAL INSTITUTION 


The term symposium was simply another name for the banquet, although it 
tended to emphasize the latter part of the banquet, the drinking party dur- 
ing which the entertainment of the evening would be presented. The term 
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therefore came to represent the event as a whole in its aspect as social enter- 
tainment. Indeed, if it is the banquet that carries the primary symbolism of 
meals, it is the symposium that carries the primary symbolism of the ban- 
quet. Here were found those activities for which the Greco-Roman banquet 
became famous. 

The philosophical symposium was the best-known subcategory of the 
institution. Though it partook of all of the normal characteristics, it also 
added its own features and motifs. Indeed, it was the tradition of the philo- 
sophical symposium that refined this institution and made of it a significant 
bearer of Greek culture. 

As has already been mentioned, the literary genre of the symposium is 
largely connected with the philosophical tradition and, in fact, functions to 
idealize the social gatherings of philosophers. Nevertheless, it appears that 
the symposium was also an actual social institution utilized as a normal fea- 
ture of the philosophical schools. As such, it especially emphasized the uti- 
lization of the symposium as a time for philosophical discourse. 


PHILOSOPHICAL DISCOURSE AT THE SYMPOSIUM 


When philosophers and those of their circles gathered for banquets, they 
sought for their entertainment not the usual party games and prurient activ- 
ities, but rather chose to be entertained by uplifting conversation on an 
appropriate subject in which everyone could participate. At least, that is the 
way they preferred to think of their meals. Indeed, the philosophical dis- 
course at the symposium is the predominate motif in the symposium genre. 
The archetype for this pattern is often taken to be the symposium of Socrates 
himself as described by Plato: 


“Since it has been resolved then,” said Eryximachus, “that we are 
to drink only so much as each desires, with no constraint on any, 
I next propose that the flute-girl who came in just now be dis- 
missed: let her pipe to herself or, if she likes, to the women-folk 
within, but let us seek our entertainment today in conversation.” 


This pattern prevails throughout the history of the symposium genre. Fur- 
thermore, there is abundant evidence that it also served as a model for the 
conducting of actual meals. 

Athenaeus provides us with a useful description of the phenomenon and 
its perceived justification: 
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There are in the city [Athens] meetings of many philosophic sects— 
Diogenists, Antipatrists, so-called, and Panaetiasts. Theophrastus even 
bequeathed money for a meeting of this character, not—Heaven for- 
bid!—that they should indulge in intemperance when they came 
together, but that they might carry out with decency and refinement the 
practices which accord with the idea of the symposium. 


Here he not only describes this as a general practice of philosophical groups, 
but also defines succinctly the values and social patterns and customs they 
associated with these meals. The phrase “the idea of the symposium” (ta kata 
ton tou symposiou logon) is especially important here. It expresses the sense 
that there was a clearly defined ideal type of the proper symposium that was 
utilized as a pattern for philosophical banquets. Furthermore, the values con- 
nected with that ideal type are defined as “decency and refinement” as 
opposed to the uncontrolled behavior that might be characteristic of ban- 
quets elsewhere. 

The “idea of the symposium,” which defined proper behavior at a ban- 
quet, was elaborated in much detail in philosophical discussions about eti- 
quette and ethics at the meal. Among the subjects discussed was that of 
proper conversation at the banquet. 


THE ETHICS OF SYMPOSIUM CONVERSATION 


Choosing a Topic 

Plutarch defined proper symposium conversation in two ways. First, the top- 
ics selected must be appropriate to the occasion. Second, the conversations 
themselves must be conducted in the proper manner. The overall standard in 
both cases was the definition of the meal itself; that is, the communal func- 
tion of the meal served as the basis for defining proper conversation. 

He labeled those topics considered suitable for symposium discussions 
symposiaka or “symposiac topics.” Within that category were those topics 
that were specifically concerned with the “proper business of drinking par- 
ties" or the details of the symposium setting itself. He labeled these sym- 
potika or “sympotic topics.” Under this category were listed topics concerned 
with meal etiquette, such as “whether philosophy is a fitting topic for con- 
versation at a drinking-party” (1.1) or “whether the host should arrange the 
placing of his guests or leave it to the guests themselves” (1.2). 

Symposiac topics, on the other hand, would include such issues as 
“whether the hen or the egg came first” (2.3), “what is the reason why alpha 
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stands first in the alphabet” (9.2), or “whether it is more plausible that the 
total number of stars is even than that it is odd" (9.12). These types of ques- 
tions are described as "possess[ing] an attractive theme more suitable to the 
moment than pipe and lyre.” They are of the category of pleasurable diver- 
sions and are suitable for the banquet to the extent that they contribute to 
the general "pleasure" (hédoné) of the occasion. 

As Plutarch goes on to say, “some dinner and symposium preparations . . . 
rank as necessities. . . . Others are diversions introduced for pleasure's sake, 
and no essential function attaches to them.”® Examples of necessities are 
wine, food, couches, and tables, while examples of pleasures are music, spec- 
tacles, and jesters, such as Philip the buffoon in Xenophon's Symposium. As 
the argument proceeds, certain philosophical topics concerned with meal eti- 
quette are equated with the category of necessities, but even the pleasurable 
topics are deemed acceptable. 

A similar perception of suitable topics for a meal discussion was presented 
by Aulus Gellius. At the table of Taurus the philosopher, the topics chosen 
for discussion were often concerned with the affairs of the meal. On one 
occasion Plato’s view of drunkenness was discussed in reference to the issue 
of how much drinking is advised for the banqueters.? Another topic of dis- 
cussion that arose from the setting was “why oil congeals often and readily, 
wine seldom, vinegar hardly ever.”!° 

But other more general topics were also chosen for their appropriateness 
to the occasion. The conversation was to be “instructive and pleasant.”!! 
Thus: “The questions, however, were neither weighty nor serious, but certain 
neat but trifling problems, which would pique a mind enlivened with 
wine.”'? He gives as examples of such “playful subtlety” (subtilitatis ludicrae) 
these questions: "When did a dying man die—when he was already in the 
grasp of death or while he still lived? And when did a rising man rise—when 
he was already standing or while he was still seated? And when did one who 
was learning an art become an artist —when he already was one, or when he 
was still learning?” Although these questions were viewed by many of the 
banqueters as "pointless and idle sophisms," Taurus reminded them that they 
in fact had been seriously debated by philosophers such as Plato himself.'* 

Thus a careful balance was proposed between the instructive and the 
pleasant. Topics were to be of a light and entertaining character such as was 
appropriate for those who were drinking, but they were nevertheless to be 
sufficiently serious that philosophical minds could still be properly exercised. 
Taurus referred to such conversation as the tragématia or the very “dessert” 
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course itself.'5 Plutarch had made a similar statement a generation earlier: “At 
parties men of wit and taste hurry at once after dinner to ideas as if to dessert, 


finding their entertainment in conversation." 


Conducting a Discussion Correctly 

Plutarch emphasized maintaining a balance between entertainment and seri- 
ous discussion. When discussing the topic "whether philosophy is a fitting 
topic for conversation at a drinking-party,”'” the objection was raised that it 
was not fitting on the grounds that “philosophy is not a suitable thing to 
make sport with and . . . we are not on these occasions inclined to serious- 
ness.”'® In the ensuing dialogue, both Crato and Plutarch speak in opposi- 
tion to this view, but both concede at the outset the special nature of the 
symposium setting. 

Crato argues that philosophy is the "art of life" and is therefore properly 
present at all "amusement and pleasure" since it contributes even here "the 
qualities of proportion and fitness." Indeed, since the wine is known to make 
one more talkative, it is ridiculous to exclude “the best conversations." !? 

Plutarch argues that a good philosopher can adapt his discussion to the 
setting "so long as it does not transgress propriety,” for “the height of sagac- 
ity is to talk philosophy without seeming to do so, and in jesting to accom- 
plish all that those in earnest could.” He then defines other types of 
sympotika or drinking-party topics: 


Some are supplied by history; others it is possible to take from current 
events; some contain many lessons [paradeigmata] bearing on philoso- 
phy, many on piety; some induce an emulous enthusiasm for coura- 
geous and great-hearted deeds. If one makes unobtrusive use of them to 
entertain and instruct his companions as they drink [diapaidagogein 
tous pinontas], not the least of the evils of intemperance will be taken 
away?! 


Thus, in the setting of a symposium, the philosopher is to make his com- 
ments in an entertaining fashion, using interesting examples from events of 
the past or present. But his goal is not only to entertain but also to instruct; 
for Plutarch this always means to provide lessons in moral philosophy. Thus 
the end result should be to "induce an emulous enthusiasm for courageous 
and great-hearted deeds and . . . charitable and humane deeds.”?? 

Plutarch enlarges on his definition of proper philosophical conversation in 
another section of his Quaestiones convivales. Here he emphasizes that it 
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should be “orderly and profitable” (tetagmenös kai ophelimds) as opposed to 
“conversation that drifts about randomly and foolishly at a party.” The latter 
is “vinous babbling,” that is, “engaging in empty and frivolous conversation.” 
Thus, “The outcome of undisciplined chatter and frivolity, when it reaches 
the extreme of intemperance, is violence and drunken behavior—an out- 
come wholly inconsistent with culture and refinement.”?? 

Orderly conversation for Plutarch, then, has purpose, accomplishes some- 
thing, and is organized around a suitable topic such as those he suggests. It 
models itself on the philosophical dialogue. In addition, it is "profitable"; 
that is, it has “something speculative [and] some instruction in it." 


THE THEORETICAL BASIS OF MEAL ETHICS 
Koinonia 
One of the central concepts defining the theoretical basis for meal ethics is 
koinönia or “sharing,” which refers in a larger sense to the communal nature 
of the meal situation itself. For example, Plutarch uses this concept in dis- 
cussing proper conversation at the meal. Here he argues that the topics cho- 
sen should be simple enough that all can take part in their discussion, even 
the less intellectual of the guests.?° In this argument, he refers to “the fellow- 
ship of the drinking party" (hë sympotik? koinonia)*® as basic to the definition 
of a symposium and to the ethics of the meal. By this term he means the shar- 
ing of food, drink, and entertainment that is at the heart of the meal occasion. 

Plutarch argues from the general to the particular using external examples 
of sharing; the values demonstrated in the examples are the same that should 
define conversation: “For just as the bodies of men who are drinking are 
accustomed to sway in time with pantomimic and choral dancing . . . just so 
their spirits are harmoniously and profitably stirred by subjects of inquiry 
that are easy to handle.””” Another analogy is the common sharing from the 
wine bowl: “Indeed, just as the wine must be common to all, so too the con- 
versation must be one in which all will share" (hös ton oinon koinon . . . kai 
ton logon).?* If the conversation is not shared in by all, but everyone discusses 
his own individual interests, “gone then is the aim and end of the good fel- 
lowship (koindnias) of the party, and Dionysus is outraged.” In other 
words, the essence of commensality, of the meaning of sharing wine together, 
is violated if the conversation is not shared as well. And such “good fellow- 
ship” is seen as inherent in the gift of wine as intended by its giver, the god of 
wine, Dionysus. 

Elsewhere the operative symbol is the sharing from a common food plat- 
ter, so that whenever this symbol is not present, that is, whenever individual 
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portions are served to each diner, then “companionship perishes” (apollytai to 
koinon).° According to the logic of this argument, to divide the food into 
individual portions is to “create many dinners and many diners.” Thus no 
one is a "fellow-diner" (syndeipnos) with anyone.?! 


Friendship 

The communal nature of the meal was also affirmed by reference to the idea 
of friendship, a category that was basic to ancient philosophical discussions 
of social ethics. A variety of terms were used in meal texts to refer to this cat- 
egory compound words formed from philos, “friend,” such as philia, 
philophrosyne, and other related terms. Plutarch, for example, refers often to 
what he calls “the friend-making character of the table” (to philopoion tès 
trapezés).? For him, a communal meal is more than just the satisfying of 
hunger—it is a time for making friends: “A guest comes to share not only 
meat, wine, and dessert, but conversation, fun, and the amiability that leads 
to friendship (philophrosyné).” One who shares only the food has been a “fel- 
low-diner only with the stomach, not with the mind.” 

Here again the metaphor of the sharing of food and drink defines the rela- 
tionships. But also operative in the definition is the notion that the essence 
of a proper formal meal is the bond of friendship that it creates. Here, as else- 
where in Greek philosophy, friendship functions as an ethical term.” Indeed, 
the definition of meal ethics according to the principle of friendship is found 
as early as Plato, who states that the goal of the so-called symposium laws is 
to make the participants in a banquet friends rather than enemies.” In the 
context of the meal, then, friendship defines the nature of the participants’ 
social obligation toward one another. 


Pleasure 
Another category for defining relationships at the meal is the concept of 
“pleasure” (hédoné). The meal provides pleasure for everyone present, and 
thus activities and behavior should be conducted in such a way that pleasure 
is shared by all. Here pleasure would function to define ethical behavior at 
the meal. 


AN ETHICAL ARGUMENT OBSERVED 


An example from Plutarch illustrates the discussion of meal etiquette on the 
basis of standard ethical principles. The topic for the discourse is “whether 
the host should arrange the placing of his guests or leave it to the guests 
themselves,”* 


56 FROM SYMPOSIUM TO EUCHARIST. 


The setting is a meal given by Plutarch's brother Timon, to which a full 
quota of guests had been invited. Although the guests represent a variety of 
levels of status in society, Timon invites them to recline where they wish. 
When a foreigner arrives and sees the guests so arranged, he immediately 
leaves because he sees no place remaining worthy of his honor. This event 
provides the topic for the discussion during the symposium, that is, “after the 
dinner had come to an end." Here there is an incidental nature to the selec- 
tion of the topic for discussion, since it arises out of an issue presented by the 
situation of the meal itself. This method of selecting topics was a regular 
motif in symposium literature and a particular favorite of Plutarch’s.’* 

Plutarch’s father, Autobulus, introduces the topic of the evening by 
defending the old custom of “assigning to each person his suitable posi- 
tion.” This custom belonged to a meal characterized by “good order" (he 
eutaxia), and good order was a necessity for “the most pleasurable of dinner 
parties” (to symposion hédiston).° Here good order is the primary virtue based 
on the ethical principle of pleasure. 

Timon counters with his own definition of what makes a meal friendly 
and pleasurable. In the first place, for the host to assign the positions at table 
makes him a “judge over his friends,” which serves to “annoy” rather than 
“entertain” the guests. He is no longer a host, but a judge, and his friends find 
themselves treated as if they are in a contest rather than at a dinner party. 
“[This is] he who, instead of playing the host, makes himself a juryman and 
a judge over people who do not call upon him to decide an issue and are not 
on trial as to who is better than who, or worse; for they have not entered a 
contest, but have come for dinner.”*' 

In addition, Timon continues, to judge among the guests only encourages 
their vanity. This too is contrary to the concept of meal fellowship, since the 
host “refurbishes a vanity which I think much more fitting for men to have 
washed from their soul than the mud from their feet, if they are to meet and 
drink with each other easily and without affectation.” In place of vanity 
and rivalry, he proposes equality at the meal: “If in other matters we are to 
preserve equality [hē isotzs] among men, why not begin with this first and 
accustom them to take their places with each other without vanity and osten- 
tation, because they understand as soon as they enter the door that the din- 
ner is a democratic affair and has no outstanding place like an acropolis 
where the rich man is to recline and lord it over meaner folk?” In Timon's 
argument, then, the principle of friendship calls for equality at the meal. 

The third argument Plutarch states is his own, in which he plays the role 
of mediator.“ Whenever one is entertaining “young men, fellow citizens, and 
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intimates,” one should let them choose their places. But when one is 
“engaged in learned talk” with “foreigners or magistrates or older men,” one 
should yield to “custom and usage" (synetheia kai nomos).55 His authority for 
“custom and usage" turns out to be a selection of quotations from the Ziad 
and the Odyssey in which a meal includes an assigned place at table and in 
which the gods take specified positions at table. Thus he uses literary stereo- 
types to define “custom.” 

The final argument is by Lamprias, Plutarch's other brother.“ He argues 
that the placing of guests should be determined not by prestige but by “plea- 
sure” (to hedy). Accordingly, guests should be placed together who have some- 
thing in common or who will be agreeable to one another, and guests should 
be separated if they are contentious. In his words: “For it is not prestige, but 
pleasure which must determine the placing of guests; it is not the rank of each 
which must be considered, but the affinity and suitability of each to each, as 
is done when other things are associated for a common purpose." 

This discussion about the meal setting presupposes that positions at table 
always carry a connotation of relative ranking. Custom dictates that these 
rankings be determined especially by civic status. “For the man of quality 
does not have his honor and his station in the world, yet fails to receive recog- 
nition in the place he occupies at dinner." Such a ranking at the meal 
belonged to an individual as his right; it was his “customary honor." 

Individuals were to be judged as to their relative status according to their 
“age,” “political office,” or “some other similar distinction." In addition, 
"foreigners"?! were given special distinction, “relatives” could be honored, 
and "fame" was singled out.>? Such distinctions and honors were considered 
essential to the makeup of cultured society, and the banquet normally func- 
tioned within society to buttress its view of status. 

What Timon proposed in opposition was that the meal gathering should 
be considered separate from other institutions of society. For whenever one 
assigns positions by civic status, one "transfers empty fame from market place 
and theater to the dinner party."5* Rather, the meal community should func- 
tion according to its own rules and not those of society-at-large. Accordingly, 
one should symbolically enter a new community when one crosses the 
threshold of the dining room (“immediately upon entering the door”). 
Likewise one should symbolically wash away the values of society with the 
ceremony of washing the feet at the beginning of the meal ("it is more fitting 
to wash vanity from the soul than mud from the feet”). The principle by 
which this community is to be governed in its social relationships is the same 
that Plutarch himself invoked, that is, "friendship." However, in this case 
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friendship is interpreted to signify equality in social relationships, that is, 
where the rich do not lord it over the poor.°® 


MEAL ETHICS AND EPICUREAN PHILOSOPHY 


The image of a community existing separately from society, forming itself 
according to the ethical principles of friendship and pleasure, and realizing 
this communal identity especially in a banquet setting is strongly reminiscent 
of Epicureanism. The followers of Epicurus formed themselves into commu- 
nities separate from society. In these Epicurean “cells” participation in poli- 
tics was discouraged, as was any seeking after civic status or wealth, and 
membership was open to various levels of society, notably women and 
slaves. The founding principle of these communities was “friendship” 
(philia), which was defined as the basis of a social ethic among like-minded 
individuals. The joys of this friendship were especially celebrated at commu- 
nal banquets, which were customarily held once a month as designated in the 
will of Epicurus himself. It would appear, therefore, that Epicureanism may 
have been quite influential in the discussion of meal ethics in popular phi- 
losophy of the first and second centuries c.f. and should be examined more 
closely. 

The “will” of Epicurus is found in Diogenes Laertius. The section provid- 
ing for a memorial banquet states: “And from the revenues . . . let them. . . 
make separate provision . . . for the customary celebration of my birthday on 
the tenth day of Gamelion in each year, and for the meeting of all my School 
held every month on the twentieth day to commemorate Metrodorus and 
myself according to the rules now in force.” These monthly banquet meet- 
ings continued to be practiced in the first century c.E.°! 

The ethical thought of Epicurus was especially developed from the con- 
cepts of “friendship” (philia) and “pleasure” (hédoné). Epicurus was well 
known in the Greek world for his view of pleasure as the end of life and as the 
highest good. That view is stated succinctly as follows: “We say that pleasure 
is the beginning and end of the blessed life, for this we know is the first and 
kindred good." This idea was often vilified and ridiculed, and Epicurus 
contributed to this attitude by often stating his philosophy in harsh terms. 
For example: “The beginning and root of all good is the pleasure of the belly; 
even wisdom and culture must be referred to this.” Here he is evidently 
talking about pleasure primarily in its negative sense, as in ataraxia or “lack 
of anxiety." He saw this as basic to human nature, since one's first impulses 
are toward satisfaction of hunger and thirst. And, since there can be no 
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pleasure until these basic needs are gratified, then “the pleasure of the belly" 
is indeed the root of all pleasure. The issue here is not freedom from pain per 
se but rather “a right attitude to bodily feelings.” 

Epicurus also spoke of other forms of pleasure as only “variations” on the 
basic pleasure: “Pleasure in the flesh admits no increase when once the pain 
of want has been removed; after that it only admits of variation." In other 
words, there are not higher forms or more perfect pleasures; basic pleasure 
cannot be improved upon. But basic pleasure in this context is probably to 
be understood in negative terms, and its variations are the positive expres- 
sions of pleasure. These are the terms he uses when he speaks of “static” and 
“active” pleasure: “Peace of mind and freedom from pain are pleasures 
which imply a state of rest; joy and delight are seen to consist in motion and 
activity." Here he defines static pleasure in negative terms, as it applies 
both to the body (“freedom from pain”) and to the mind (“peace of mind”). 
Active pleasure is defined in positive terms, joy (chara) and delight or festive 
joy (euphrosynz). These latter terms appear to refer specifically to the mind, 
but Epicurus’s system is such that they surely must refer to the body as 
well.” 

These categories of pleasure are defined further when they are subsumed 
under a discussion of “desires”: 


Of our desires some are natural and necessary; others are natural, but 
not necessary; others, again, are neither natural nor necessary, but are 
due to illusory opinion. ([The scholiast”? adds:] Epicurus regards as nat- 
ural and necessary desires which bring relief from pain, as, e.g., drink 
when we are thirsty; while by natural and not necessary he means those 
which merely diversify the pleasure without removing the pain, as, c.g., 
costly viands; by the neither narural nor necessary he means desires for 
crowns and the erection of statues in one’s honor.)”! 


It is notable that in this interpretation of Epicurus, meal experiences are uti- 
lized as examples for acceptable desires, whereas unacceptable desire is that 
for public acclaim. 

In many ways the Epicurean banquet offered a unique microcosm of all 
that was basic to the philosophical system of Epicurus, for here one experi- 
enced “static” pleasure, or the satisfaction of basic needs, as well as the varia- 
tions of pleasure, “joy” (chara) and “festive joy” (euphrosyné). These aspects of 
pleasure at the banquet were not meant to imply that the concept of pleasure 
as the highest good was to be defined as “unbroken succession of drinking- 
bouts and of revelry,” but rather it was to be defined as “sober reasoning"? 
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Consequently, the Epicurean gatherings were called both “joyous feasting” 
and “philosophizing together” in this revealing description of an Epicurean 
banquet from the first century B.c.E.:”? 


Nor to those who toil in anxiety” but those who keep in mind the ideal 
forms of the perfect and perfectly blessed beings must be invited to 
enjoy the feast and laugh like the others, indeed all those who are part of 
the household, and not at all omitting any of the outsiders who are well- 
disposed to the teachings of Himself [Epicurus] and his friends. For our 
doing this is not for the purpose of winning an empty and unnatural 
popular leadership, but, acting in accordance with the basic laws of 
nature, we hereby bring to remembrance all those who are well-disposed 
to us so that they might celebrate together with us those rites which are 
proper for those who philosophize together so as to attain blessedness. 


Here “enjoy the feast and laugh” functions as a description of the banquet. 
The term fo laugh is used elsewhere in Epicurus as one of many synonyms for 
“pleasure.” For example, there is a famous saying of Epicurus as follows: “it is 
necessary to laugh and to do philosophy together.””5 The idea is that for Epi- 
curus, if the goal of philosophical speculation is pleasure, then the process of 
doing philosophy is itself a pleasure. Conversely, when the community “cel- 
ebrate[s] those rites which are proper for those who philosophize together," 
it does so in the same spirit, by placing the philosophical discourse in the set- 
ting of a festive meal, 

Here is also to be found a sense of community exclusivity vis-à-vis the out- 
side world. Those who are invited to the meal are “those of the household” as 
opposed to “the outsiders,” although the latter are allowed to participate if 
they are sympathetic to the teachings of Epicurus. In addition, participation 
in the community is explicitly contrasted with participation in the political 
order of the day (“not for the purpose of winning an empty and unnatural 
popular leadership”).”° Indeed, Epicurus advised against participation in pol- 
itics and society precisely because it could not guarantee the “security” it 
seemed to assure. 

The reason for seeking public acclaim or wealth could be explained as a 
search for “security from fellow men” as in this example from Epicurus's Basic 
Doctrines: 


Some men have sought to become famous and renowned, thinking that 
thus they would make themselves secure against their fellow-men. If, 
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then, the life of such persons really was secure, they attained natural 
good; if, however, it was insecure, they have not attained the end which 
by nature’s own prompting they originally sought.” 


Clearly, such strivings do not always produce security. On the other hand, 
the function of the Epicurean community was to provide just that security, 
that is, “the security of a quiet private life withdrawn from the multitude” for 
the wise individual was to “live a secret life” in contrast to the life of public 
service.’® Epicurean “security,” therefore, could only be found in a closed 
society of friends organized according to the ethic of friendship. 

Friendship was an ethical term to which all the philosophers had devoted 
a great deal of discussion.” But Epicurus’s view differed from those of Plato 
and Aristotle, and therefore from the prevailing Greek tradition, precisely in 
his placing friendship outside of public life and defining it as realizable only 
in a closed community. He saw friendship as essential to happiness and 
security, but these ideas, of course, had to be understood in his terms: 
“Friendship is prompted by our needs . . . but it is maintained by a partner- 
ship in the enjoyment of life's pleasures.”*! Thus friendship can only be prop- 
erly realized in an association of like-minded individuals who seek pleasure 
according to the correct principles. But conversely, the implication is that 
pleasure is especially, or perhaps only, available in a community of friends.®? 

Indeed, the Epicurean community tended to view itself as a haven from 
the vicissitudes of life or “fortune.” As opposed to the insecurity of the com- 
petitive political life, they created an environment based on the principle of 
secure friendship. According to Epicurus, these two ideas went hand in hand: 
“[The wise man] will be armed against fortune and will never give up a 
friend.”® On the one hand, this perspective promoted a sense of security real- 
ized in opposition to the outside world. On the other hand, it was based on a 
genuine feeling of regard for one’s friends. The latter sentiment was apparent 
in Epicuruss own character, which was often championed as the real test of his 
philosophy by his later followers. It became the most appealing and most 
readily identifiable feature of his philosophy in later generations. 

A few statements by Epicurus on social ethics have been preserved, most 
notably the statement that the wise man “will on occasion die for a friend.”®° 
But by and large the ethical implications of his doctrine were left for later 
generations to work out, and this was not always easy to do. Indeed, one rea- 
son why appeal was so often made to the character of Epicurus as the proper 
interpretation of the ethical implications of his system is that the system in 
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itself did not so easily yield practical results. Indeed, in some cases, there were 
logical inconsistencies that caused a splintering of his school into different 
branches.% 

This lack of a firm sense of orthodoxy on ethical questions as well as the 
general syncretistic nature of philosophical ethics in the first century B.C.E. to 
second century c.E. means that Epicurean ideas in this period would not nec- 
essarily be found only among those who called themselves Epicureans. 
Plutarch, for example, although he denounced Epicureanism in several dia- 
logues, nevertheless exhibited Epicurean influence in his ethical theory.’ 
Thus, as Philip Merlan reminds us, “The communis opinio that Epicureanism 
is not included in late Greek syncretism needs some qualification.”** It 
appears even more likely that whenever social obligation at communal meals 
was discussed on the basis of pleasure and friendship the ideas would derive 
in some way from the system of Epicurus or in dialogue with it. 


POPULAR MORALITY AND SATIRE 


The term often used to define the ideas on morality held in common 
throughout an ancient culture is popular morality, a term popularized by K. J. 
Dover in his study of the classical period in Greece.*? Dover identified pop- 
ular morality as the unsystematic, folk tradition of Greece and proposed that 
it is especially preserved in non-philosophical writings in the form of 
unstated ethical presuppositions.” 

This same perspective can be applied to the Greco-Roman period. How- 
ever, in this period, philosophy became concerned almost entirely with issues 
of morality, so that even philosophical writings, such as those of Plutarch, for 
example, have a popular quality to them.” We therefore find that the same 
ideas that are stated in explicit terms in the philosophical writings are pre- 
sumed and stated in other terms in non-philosophical literature. That they 
exist elsewhere is not to be attributed primarily to the influence of a particu- 
lar philosopher, though on more specific issues this may be true, but rather 
to the fact that the same moralistic premises and cultural presuppositions are 
shared in the culture at large. That is to say, it is popular morality that is 
thereby exhibited. 

Satire provides an excellent example of popular morality in ancient litera- 
ture.” As a style of literature, satire operates out of a specific moralistic per- 
spective as the basis for its ridicule of the foibles of society. It does not offer a 
systematic presentation of its moral principles; rather, it assumes them. Con- 
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sequently, satire offers an example of moralistic writing presented in a non- 
philosophical form. 

Satire is also especially useful for our discussion because of its extensive use 
of the motif of the banquet.” The banquet theme was commonly employed 
as the setting for comments on gluttony or ostentatiousness, societal evils 
particularly associated with the wealthy or pretended wealthy. This com- 
monplace theme may go back to the earliest origins of the genre of satire. It 
is a reliable theme already for Plautus, whose comedies provide a critique of 
society similar to that of satire.” Lucilius (ca. 180-102 B.C.E.) and Varro 
(116-27 B.C.E.) both chose banquet settings for a number of satires. Lucilius 
especially, in his description of the banquet of Troginus the soldier, in which 
he mocked the whole idea of the formal meal, anticipated many of the later 
themes connected with the banquet.” The best example of this type is 
Horace’s description of the banquet of Nasidienus. His basic theme in this 
satire is a critique of the excesses and bad taste of the newly rich as exhibited 
in the menu and other trappings of the banquet.” A similar theme is taken 
up by Petronius in the Cena Trimalchionis (“Banquet of Trimalchio”) portion 
of his Satyricon. The object of his critique is the freedman Trimalchio, who 
reaches a new low in vulgarity and boorishness.’ 

With Petronius especially we move well beyond satire as a genre, which is 
properly a Latin verse form, to satire as a literary style. Indeed, Petronius’s 
work has been identified as a form of the romance genre.” But the perspec- 
tive is that of the satirical tradition. And while he uses a different genre, he 
consciously adapts for his purposes one of the stock motifs of satire, that of 
the banquet. 

Another writer of this period, Lucian of Samosata, also wrote from the 
point of view of the satirist and even imitated elements of Menippean satire 
in some of his works.' He wrote in several genres, in fact, but consistently 
with a satirical style. In his Symposium he took up a particular aspect of the 
banquet motif in satire in which symposium literature and the philosophical 
banquet were ridiculed. His use of the motif may be closely related to Menip- 
pus’s non-extant Symposium, as has often been suggested, but it is clear also 
that he makes reference to the classics of the genre, particularly the Sympo- 
sium of Xenophon, to which he appends the mythical narrative motif of the 
wedding feast that ends in strife.” 

In Lucians Symposium each of the philosophical schools is represented 
among the guests by individuals whose bearing and personalities exhibit them 
as caricatures of their respective schools. The Cynic is rude and boorish, for 
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example, while the Platonist is stiff and aloof. When the Epicurean enters, 
the two Stoics turn their backs on him. Rather than the elevated conversation 
that should have taken place with such distinguished guests, the symposium 
is characterized by petty disagreements that eventually disintegrate into a 
brawl,'?? with the Stoics and the Cynic taking sides against the Epicurean 
and the Peripatetic, while the Platonist referees. The narrator, Lycinus 
(Lucian), notes with irony the fact that the unlettered guests were dining 
with decorum, while the educated guests were brawling. He concludes, “it is 
not safe for a man of peace to dine with men so learned.”! 


THE BANQUET AS CULTURAL SYMBOL 


In satire, the banquet was seen as a symbol for the excesses of luxurious liv- 
ing, or, in Lucian specifically, as a symbol for the pretensions of cultured liv- 
ing. The banquet worked as a symbol because it was perceived as the 
preeminent social event for the exhibition of refined living. And as a symbol, 
it was widely utilized in ethical discussions, for it indicated what the cultured 
life should not be, in the case of satire, or what the cultured life should be, in 
the case of philosophical ethics. Thus the banquet as cultural symbol tran- 
scended genre and literary context. It carried such a symbolic force in itself 
that it could function as a paradigm for comments on social ethics in a vari- 
ety of contexts. 

The banquet as a social institution took on a certain outward form and 
order that from the beginning was connected with the cultured life. Indeed, 
the aspect of reclining at a meal in a setting of luxury was an early icono- 
graphic symbol for the aristocratic life. Consequently, the various meal cus- 
toms were capable of differing interpretations according to the context in 
which the meal occurred. For example, the philosophical schools tradition- 
ally defined the entertainment portion of the symposium as a time for ele- 
vated conversation. Meal etiquette was likewise given an interpretation in 
philosophical discussion under the heading of social ethics. Here the social 
relationships and social obligation of participants at a meal were defined 
according to the ethical principles of friendship, pleasure, and joy, which 
were considered inherent in the meal institution itself. 

Certain themes were consistently connected with meal ethics. One of the 
most persistent of these themes was the question of status, which recurred in 
various forms. Plutarch’s discussion of ranking at a meal is an excellent exam- 
ple. The question arises because of the custom of assigning places according 
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to rank; thus the question seems to be inherent to the meal institution itself. 
The discussion then raises a fundamental question: whether the meal is going 
to be defined as a reflection of society or as an institution separate from soci- 
ety with its own rules. In either case, the ethical principles of friendship, plea- 
sure, and joy would function but in different ways. In a sense, the banquet 
motif in satire fits into the same discussion, for it presents the meal as a reflec- 
tion of society, but by ridiculing the society there represented, it implicitly 
refers to an ideal type of the proper meal that places in relief the foibles of 
society. 

The symposium tradition as defined in this chapter provided a rich philo- 
sophical underpinning for the development of the ideology of the banquet. 
It added philosophical elaboration to what were, in effect, the cultural values 
of the banquet. Consequently, as the banquet was adapted to fit other con- 
texts, it continued to manifest the principal motifs identified in chapter 1, 
utilizing the form outlined in chapter 2, and drawing on the rich philosoph- 
ical elaboration discussed in this chapter. 

At this point in our study, the primary features of the ancient banquet are 
in place. The examples to be explored in subsequent chapters will draw on 
these same features and adapt them to fit their contexts. Sometimes these 
adaptations will produce new emphases. But the basic model, the model of 
the Greco-Roman banquet, will remain the same. 





CHAPTER 4 


THE SACRIFICIAL 
BANQUET 


"What sacrifice is acceptable to the gods without the participants in the 
feast?" 
— Dio Chrysostom, Or. 3.97, ca. 104 c.e. 


With these words Dio Chrysostom clearly defines the banquet as an inherent 
part of sacrificial ritual. Since sacrifice is the primary religious ritual of all 
people in the Greco-Roman world, this puts the sacrificial banquet at the 
heart of the religious life of the ancients. It is the basic type of meal indicated 
by the widely used categories “sacred meal” or “cultic meal.” The question 
remains, however, whether the sacrificial banquet should be considered a reli- 
gious meal or whether it was a secular appendage to the religious occasion 
that was the sacrifice. 

As I stated in chapter 1, it is my hypothesis that the banquet as a social 
institution was an occasion in which secular and sacred were combined 
together. In the case of the sacrificial banquet, the religious meaning inherent 
in the meal would simply be enhanced by its association with the sacrifice. 
The sacrificial banquet provides a key test case for this hypothesis because it 
had a specifically religious connection yet was not clearly a separate kind of 
meal. Many have concluded that it was simply the secular or profane aspect 
of the sacrificial ritual. In the study that follows, I will be arguing that the 
banquet was, in fact, inherent to the sacrificial ritual. The sacrificial meal, 
then, is a prime example of the merging of sacred and secular. 


HOW MEAL RELATES TO SACRIFICE" 


The first issue that arises in scholarly debate is whether the meal is to be con- 
sidered a part of the sacrificial ritual itself or whether it is a separate activity. 
The ritual of sacrifice included the slaughter, butchering, and burning of a 
portion of the animal at the altar. The meat that was to be eaten, however, 
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was taken from the altar to be prepared and eaten elsewhere. This separation 
of the eating of the meat from the ceremony at the altar suggests to many 
interpreters that the meal belongs to the secular rather than the sacred sphere. 
This would mean that the banquet could be designated as simply the human 
celebration that followed the religious ritual itself. 

How might we determine the sense that these ceremonies carried in the 
Greek mind? To answer this question, we must look at how sacrifices are 
talked about in Greek literature. The fullest descriptions of sacrifice are 
found in Homer. Though these descriptions derive from a very early period 
in Greek history, they nevertheless were understood by later Greek readers as 
representing their own sense of sacrifice as well. The following text from the 
Iliad is a typical description of a sacrificial banquet in Homer: “But when the 
thigh-pieces were wholly burned and they had tasted of the inner parts, they 
cut up the rest and spitted it, and roasted it carefully, and drew all off the 
spits. Then, when they had ceased from their labor and had made ready the 
meal, they feasted, nor did their hearts lack aught of the equal feast.”? Here 
we find that the sacrifice concluded with a meal, which is invariably the case 
in Homer. One could conclude, then, that the sense of sacrifice represented 
here is much like that stated by Dio Chrysostom in the quotation at the 
beginning of this chapter, that is, that a sacrifice properly conducted would 
include a festive meal. 

A study of the vocabulary of sacrifice provides another window into the 
understanding of this ritual in the minds of the Grecks.? Here we find that 
there are two basic terms for two basic types of blood sacrifice. The term used 
for the most common form of sacrifice, in which a portion of the animal is 
burned at the altar and the rest is eaten, is thysia. The other type of sacrifice 
is termed a sphagion. This term denotes a sacrifice by slaughter without burn- 
ing; in this case the entire animal was offered. Consequently, since the entire 
animal was given to the deity, a sphagion was a sacrifice without a feast. 

The term thysia is used quite consistently with explicit or implicit refer- 
ence to the feast accompanying it. It would appear, then, that they were 
often conceived of as part of the same ritual. For example, Plato seems to 
connect them as part of the same ritual in this phrase: “when offering a sac- 
rifice and feasting."5 In another case he notes that “sacrifices and feasts . . . 
give honor to the gods," thus including the feast with the religious aspect of 
the overall ritual. 

Similarly, Xenophon describes a sacrificial ritual in this way: “we share 
with you in the most august sacred rites and in the most splendid sacrifices 
and feasts.”® Here the locations of the two adjectives effectively divide this 
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ceremony into two aspects, the “sacred rites” (hiera) and the “sacrifices and 
feasts” (thysia kai heorté). Jean Casabona interprets this to mean that a dis- 
tinction is made between the divine and human sides of the ritual.” If that is 
the case, it is notable that “sacrifice” is included on the human side and 
includes the feast. 

Numerous other examples provide evidence that for the Greeks, “banquet 
and sacrifice are two aspects of the same event.”'° Indeed, the two were so 
closely connected that a sacrifice without a feast had to be specifically defined 
as a “banquetless sacrifice" (thysiai adaitoi).' Consequently, if the religious 
event that was the sacrifice tended always to include a feast, then the feast 
must relate in some sense to the overall religious meaning. Defining the ban- 
quet as the secular part of the total event does not do justice to its impor- 
tance. Rather, the feast should be seen as an event partaking of both sacred 
and secular meanings. 


A DESCRIPTION OF A SECOND-CENTURY THYSIA 


Plutarch describes a second-century sacrifice in this way: 


There is a traditional rite of sacrifice (thysia), which the archon performs 
at the public hearth but everyone else at home, called the driving out of 
bulimy. . . . When I was archon, a larger number than usual participated 
in the public rite. After we had completed the ritual acts and returned to 
our places at table, we discussed first the term [i.e., bulimy].!2 


Here the entire rite in which all participate is included under the term sacri- 
fice (thysia). It consists of two parts, the prescribed ritual (ta nenomismena) 
and the banquet (“we reclined” [kazeklinemen]). What is meant by the term 
prescribed ritual would normally be the ritual acts that take place at the altar. 
In this case, however, it refers to a special ritual connected with the festival of 
bulimy. Plutarch describes this ritual as consisting of driving a servant out 
with wands while saying the words, “Out with bulimy, in with wealth and 
health."!* 

Since the "prescribed ritual" was performed during the meal (indicated by 
the phrase following the ceremony, “we reclined again” [palin]), and for 
many was a ritual that could be performed at home, it is not clear whether 
this ritual of sacrifice included a ceremony at the altar or merely the cere- 
mony of bulimy described by Plutarch. But by all means it included a ban- 
quet. That is to say, the ceremony indicated by the term sacrifice (thysia) 
seems to have included both the “ritual acts” and the banquet. 
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WHERE THE SACRIFICIAL BANQUET TOOK PLACE 


The ritual described above by Plutarch gives rise to another question about 
sacrificial banquets. For as Plutarch describes the ceremony, they recline at 
table in the same area where the public rite takes place, here specifically at the 
“public hearth.” It is a rite in which a large number of people had taken part 
(“many”) yet obviously only a few share in the banquet Plutarch describes. 
Indeed, he specifically states that the same thysia was continued “at home” by 
everyone but the archon and his guests. 

In this case, then, the ritual could take place at the public altar or at home; 
the location did not seem to be important. Indeed, this corresponds to the 
data on sacrifices in general. That is, there were no regular rules. The meal 
connected with the sacrifice could take place in a variety of places. 


Civic Ritual at the Prytaneion 

The location of the “public hearth” for the bulimy ceremony described by 
Plutarch above would be at the Greek structure known as the “prytaneion.” 
This was a characteristic civic structure in Greek cities. A study of the archi- 
tectural form of the prytaneion has shown that these structures always con- 
tained, in addition to the hearth, a dining room that served various civic 
functions.'^ These dining rooms were of a traditional form, with couches 
arranged along the walls for reclining, and tended to be modest in size. Thus 
their form corresponds to Plutarch’s description of a public ceremony with a 
smaller select group dining at the public hearth itself. 


Sacred Laws: Eating in Sacred Precincts 

The social environment in which the sacrificial meal was to take place was 
often determined by the sacred laws of the individual cults. For example, 
Pausanias referred to a law in existence in the second century c.E. at the sanc- 
tuary of Asclepius at Epidaurus that forbade carrying sacrificial meat from 
the site: “All the offerings [at the sanctuary of Asclepius at Epidaurus], 
whether the offerer be one of the Epidaurans themselves or a stranger, are 
entirely consumed within the bounds. At Titane too, I know, there is the 
same rule.”! 

The type of rule to which Pausanias referred occurs in sacred laws of the 
various Greek cults. Such rules are rather common in the classical period but 
not so common in the Roman period, although, as Pausanias notes above, 
they are still to be found here and there. 

Such a law is often stated with the technical phrase “do not carry away” 
(ou phora), which is applied to an individual sacrifice in the official list of pre- 
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scribed sacrifices, as seen in these examples: "Those who sacrifice to Hestia 
are not to carry out [ouden exepheron] any of the sacrificial meat." “None of 
the meat is to be carried out [me einai ekphorén| of the temenos.”'* Other 
examples make the same point with different terminology: "The sacrificial 
meat is to be consumed at the site [where it is sacrificed].”'? “It [the sacrifi- 
cial meat] must be eaten at the site."? The underlying idea in these cases was 
that all of the sacrificial meat of a specified sacrifice had to be eaten within the 
bounds of the temenos (temple area). None could be carried away to be eaten 
later as was the practice otherwise. 

As a sacred law, such a rule would appear to derive from some notion of 
cultic piety, whereby certain sacrifices were of an especially sacred nature.*! 
Another interpretation has been proposed, however, suggesting that the law 
appears to serve a social rather than specifically religious function. This the- 
ory was proposed by Sterling Dow in a study of the sacred calendar of Erkhia 
(fourth century 8.c.e.).? This inscription provides a detailed list of the vari- 
ous festival sacrifices in the ritual year. There are fifty-six different sacrifices 
enumerated in the preserved inscription; of these, twenty-two are marked 
“do not carry away” (ou phora). Those that are so marked have no obvious 
traits in common. Thus, whether or not a sacrifice was so designated does not 
appear to relate to particular deities, nor to particular festivals, nor to partic- 
ular types of animals sacrificed, nor even to earlier ancestral regulations, since 
three such prohibitions were added to the inscription at a later date.” 

Dow suggests that such an evident lack of precision in the use of the 
restriction speaks against its referring to ancient cultic laws. Rather, he inter- 
prets its function to be an attempt to bring about a more equal distribution 
of meat on specified occasions. Without this restriction, the officials and 
other special groups, who always got first choice anyway, would evidently get 
the majority of the meat to carry away to their households, leaving none for 
the worshippers. On days when the restriction was in effect, one would get 
only as much as he or she could eat at the time. Since these were public sacri- 
fices, it would mean that more members of the Deme could be fed whenever 
the restrictions were in effect. Thus to Dow, the imposition of the restriction 
“do not carry away" in this situation was “purely a secular matter." 

Dow's interpretation has been critiqued as not applicable to sacred laws in 
general, though it may be appropriate in this one instance.” It clearly corre- 
lates with the emphasis in the social code of the banquet on social equality. 
Furthermore, Dow's judgment that it was "purely a secular matter” seems 
overdrawn. In fact, as will be seen later in this chapter, the ideal of social 
equality was often related especially to “religious” meals. 
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Dining at Greek Temples 

The Design of the Greek Temple Precinct. When evaluating the sacred laws 
relating to Greek sacrifice, it is helpful to keep in mind the physical space pre- 
supposed in these regulations. The Greek temenos, or temple precinct, was 
generally marked off with boundary markers. Within that boundary one was 
subject to the jurisdiction of the temple and its sacred laws. The boundaries, 
therefore, designated the area of the “sacred” as opposed to the area of the 
“profane” or secular.” For this reason it has been traditional to regard meals 
specified to take place in the temenos area as somehow having a greater reli- 
gious significance. In order to examine this point more closely, we must give 
attention to the design of the temenos. 

An analysis of the Greek temenos from the archaic period reveals that a 
standard pattern was operative and seemed to relate to religious sensibilities. 
In the traditional design, one can differentiate between “essential” and 
“nonessential” structures, to use the terms of Birgitta Bergquist.” The essen- 
tial elements are those invariably found and always given central significance 
in the design, that is, the temple and altar, along with the accompanying 
boundary wall and entrance. 

Other structures may be present but are evidently not necessary. They pro- 
vide for various other functions of the temple: priests’ quarters, treasuries, 
and banquet houses. These nonessential structures tend to be located in sec- 
ondary areas; that is, they were situated in a separate space from that of the 
temple-altar complex, preferably on the periphery along the boundary walls. 

Bergquist concludes that this arrangement of space relates to the sec- 
ondary function these structures had—the “more profane . . . activities of the 
worshippers within the temenos.” Thus this separation between the temple- 
altar area and the secondary area “expresses the two different aspects of the 
sacrificial festival: the contact of the worshippers with the divinity and their 
contact with each other, i.e., the social function.”?® It must be pointed out, 
however, that all of these functions still take place within the temenos walls. 

By the Hellenistic period, however, the design of the temenos had changed. 
No longer were the temple-altar complex and the secondary structures clearly 
differentiated in the design. Rather, they were arranged in an axial alignment 
in which the temple facade blended in with the stoai surrounding the entire 
temenos and to which the other structures were attached. Thus the secondary 
structures were no longer formally set apart but rather “accepted together 
with the essential elements and the ritual activities in the one, large, undif- 
ferentiated area of the temenos.”?? The same description applies to non- 
Greek structures in the Greek world of the Hellenistic and Roman periods, 
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particularly sanctuaries of Roman religion and of the Oriental cults.? Con- 
sequently, the division between sacred and profane activities in the temple 
complex seems to be less well defined in the Greco-Roman period than it was 
in the archaic period as interpreted by Bergquist. 

Dining Rooms at Greek Temples. Dining rooms were commonly located at 
Greek temples; thus provisions were provided for eating meals at the site. It 
must be noted, however, that the meals eaten at temple dining rooms may 
not necessarily be sacrificial meals. After all, “full service” sanctuaries were 
also expected to provide hospitality facilities for pilgrims. Furthermore, tem- 
ple dining rooms tended to have the same structural characteristics as dining 
rooms in public secular buildings and private homes. This indicates that the 
meals held in them were not formally different from normal “secular” meals. 

The preferred design for temple dining rooms was to provide several small 
rooms in standard sizes, either seven-, nine-, or eleven-couch rooms. This 
corresponds to the stated preference for small banquets in the philosophical 
literature. Some temples, however, provided space where large groups could 
dine together, somewhat in the style of a large cafeteria, although even in 
these cases the space is often divided into smaller sections around a central 
cooking area.?! 

The sanctuaries that provided stone couches in their dining rooms give us 
the clearest indication of the arrangement of furnishings (see figure 1, p. 15). 
Here we find that the couches were arranged along the walls with the tables 
placed in front of them. The diners all reclined in the same direction around 
the room. The size of these couches suggests that there was only one diner per 
couch, 

One must assume a similar arrangement in sanctuary accessory buildings 
where couches were not preserved, because they were made of wood, but 
where other structural features suggest that the buildings were designed for 
dining. Even where permanent dining rooms were not provided, dining at 
the site obviously took place. There is clear evidence that temporary struc- 
tures were often provided and even outdoor dining was not uncommon.” Of 
course, one would expect that such temporary dining facilities would also be 
present at those sanctuaries where permanent facilities existed so as to take 
care of the occasional overflow crowds at festival time. 

Just as the design of the zemenos changed in the Hellenistic and Roman 
period, so also did the design of many of the temple dining rooms. For exam- 
ple, cultic dining is said to have taken place within Roman temples, not just 
in accessory buildings.” The same is true of the temples of some of the Ori- 
ental cults in this period. Whether these examples refer to meals within the 
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temple cella, where the statue of the deity is located, or in some other part of 
the temple complex is unclear. 

It is clear from all of the evidence, however, that meals commonly took 
place at temples and that facilities were regularly provided for them. Fur- 
thermore, it is also clear that the facilities provided are identical in design to 
dining facilities in public and private secular architecture. There is no evi- 
dence to suggest that the form of dining that took place in sanctuaries was 
any different from the form of dining practiced elsewhere. Of course, many 
of these meals undoubtedly represented hospitality provided to pilgrims. 
However, in most cases there would also have been a religious component to 
the meals, as indicated by the location and the relation to the ritual of sacri- 
fice. What that religious component was needs now to be investigated. 


WHAT MADE THE SACRIFICIAL MEAL “RELIGIOUS”? 


Was It the Occasion? 

A sacrificial meal was obviously connected with the occasion of the sacrificial 
ritual. Yet what was that connection? Since the sacrifice took place at the 
altar, and the meal did not, this has led to the conclusion that the meal was a 
peripheral event, associated with but not inherent to the sacred character of 
the sacrificial ritual itself. This is the conclusion of Michael Jameson in his 
study of Greek ritual: “Associated with the rites [of sacrifice], but not them- 
selves ritual acts, are the feasting that often follows animal sacrifice (which 
may be the scene of further ritual), and the athletic, musical, and dramatic 
competitions. . . . The meal that follows in many Homeric descriptions of 
sacrifice . . . was enjoyable and socially important but not an essential part of 
the sacrifice.” 

This interpretation is supported by the rather inconsistent ways in which 
the sacrificial meat was handled: it could be eaten on the spot, either by per- 
sonal choice or by edict of the sacred laws; it could be taken home and eaten 
later; or it could be sold to vendors to resell at the marketplace. Indeed, since 





virtually all meat that would appear on the table would presumably have 
come from a sacrifice, it is probable that all meat meals could be considered 
“sacrificial meals.” These factors would seem to generalize the concept of 
“sacrificial meal” to the point that a specific religious significance could no 
longer be attached. 

Yet what then is meant by this statement of Dio Chrysostom? “What sac- 
rifice is acceptable to the gods without the participants in the feast?” Does 
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this not suggest that the meal was somehow conceived of as part of the cen- 
tral meaning of the ritual? At the least, Dios statement implies that the 
ancients conceived of sacrificial meal as an inherent part of the sacrifice. 

One way in which the occasion of sacrifice would be enhanced would be 
at festival time. At such a time, general sacrifices would be made on behalf of 
the larger body of worshippers, and all would share in the bounty of the feast. 
Presumably, then, all of the celebratory banquets, wherever they were held, 
would be considered part of the overall ritual. This would be a case where the 
occasion would clearly define the meal as “sacrificial” and therefore “reli- 
gious.” 

One can imagine other occasions in which the meal would be closely tied 
to the sacrificial ritual proper. Indeed, Dio seems to presuppose that this was 
the norm. Consequently, whatever may be determined to be the specific reli- 
gious content of the sacrificial meal, the occasion of sacrifice with which it 
was connected was one factor that could contribute to that content. 


Was It the Food? 

The victim in a thysia sacrifice was called a hiereion, a term designating its 
“sacred” nature and separation from the secular realm. Thus one would pre- 
sume that the meat would thereby have gained a sacred character, separating 
it in substantive terms from meat that had not come from the altar. Yet there 
is no evidence that meat from a sacrifice was handled differently from other 
food. In terms of ritual, there appears to have been no ceremony moving the 
meat from the sacred realm, presumably associated with the altar, to the sec- 
ular realm.5 Yet sacrificial meat certainly entered the secular realm; for exam- 
ple, it could end up being sold at the meat market. The apostle Paul refers to 
this in 1 Cor 10:25 and 28 and suggests that the purchaser would not know 
whether meat had come from a sacrifice or not. According to Paul, then, sac- 
rificial meat that ended up at the market was intended to be treated like any 
other meat; it was not reserved for a special use. 

In other cases, apparently, a shopper could identify meat that came from a 
sacrifice. Aesop refers to his having “purchased tongues from sacrificial pigs 
when he arrived at the marketplace." However, the sense of the passage 
appears to be that such meat would be so identified because it was of a higher 
quality.” There is no indication that the designation as sacrificial meat gave 
ita sacred quality. 

The closest one comes to the idea that the meat from the altar had a spe- 
cial numinous quality is with the ow phora (“do not take away”) rules. Yet 
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here, as we have noted, there appears to have been no clear consistency as to 
which sacrifice had to be consumed within the confines of the sanctuary and 
which could be carried away. The ritual at the altar, presumably, was the 
same. The primary difference had to do with the place and setting where it 
was to be eaten and the feast's inherent connection to the ritual at the altar. 


Was It the Location? 

Ifa meal was held within the zemenos area of the temple grounds, or, in some 
cases, in the temple itself, would it have a greater religious significance than 
meals held in non-sacred areas? As we have noted above, certain sacred laws, 
notably the ou phora rules, designated that the meat had to be eaten on the 
temple grounds. But these laws do not provide clear indication of special reli- 
gious significance. They are not consistently applied and certainly are not the 
tule for meals following a sacrifice. 

Dining rooms were commonly provided at sanctuary sites. They indicate 
that meals were a necessary and significant part of the activities connected 
with the sanctuary. Indeed, the evidence we have suggests that they were 
often given elaborate architectural treatment, indicating that the provision of 
elegant dining facilities was often an important matter to a sanctuary. 

The question is what kinds of meals were eaten in temple dining rooms. 
We might first note that they do not differ in form from secular dining 
rooms. Thus the form of the meals for which they were designed would be 
that of the normal banquet. There is no evidence that meals of a significantly 
different form took place at sanctuary sites. 

How meals at temples were understood by the ancients is especially indi- 
cated by references found in the collection of invitations to the klin? of Sara- 
pis. These invitations are part of a larger corpus of papyrus fragments from 
Egypt, all of which date from the first to the fourth centuries c.E.>* 

Some of the meals indicated in these invitations are secular in nature yet 
take place in a sanctuary. For example, a marriage feast takes place “in the 
temple of Sabazios” and a birthday feast takes place “in the Sarapeion [sanc- 
tuary of Sarapis]."? On the other hand, eleven of the extant invitations 
define the meal as a religious one, particularly as the “banquet” (klin2, liter- 
ally “couch”) of Sarapis. Of these, three place the banquet in a Sarapeion, as 
in the following example: “Chaeremon requests you to dine at the banquet of 
the Lord Sarapis in the Sarapeion tomorrow, the 15th, at the 9th hour.” 4 

There are eleven invitations to the banquet of Sarapis, and each uses this 
basic form. Two others locate the meal in the Sarapeion, like this one,*' and 
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two locate it in an accessory building of the Sarapeion (“in the ‘house’ [oikos] 
of the Sarapeion”).*? One of these is of special interest since the invitation is 
extended by a woman, Herais. As the hostess, she would obviously be a full 
partner in the banquet. J. R. Gilliam has noted occurrences of women reclin- 
ing at meals in pictorial depictions of banquets of Isis and Osiris. 

Three other invitations locate the kline in other sacred buildings that were 
probably associated with Sarapis: one “in the birth-house” (en tō lochi)“ 
and two “in the temple of Thoeris” (en tō thozpió).*5 But three of the invita- 
tions to the “banquet of Sarapis” locate it in private homes: “in the house of 
Claudius Sarapion," “in his own home,” and “in his ancestral home."4 

That the “banquet of Sarapis” was a sacrificial meal has been established 
by Herbert C. Youtie. He refers especially to a papyrus letter of a banquet 
host to his father that speaks of his preparations for a kliné of Sarapis. The 
preparations include the provision for a rather large amount of wood: “For 
there is need of five loads. If you need me, send me word, and I will come 
down, with two friends as well, in order that you may not tire yourself. For a 
man cannot refuse our lord Sarapis. It is another two months until the ban- 
quet. If you are able to bring up the wood with your donkey, bring it up, and 
you will get the money to cover your expense.” Youtie interprets this to mean 
that the banquet occasion included a sacrifice. 

What is striking in the collection of invitations, however, is that the sacri- 
ficial meal, the Aliné, could be held in a variety of locations, both “sacred” 
and "secular," and still have the same meaning. This correlates with the ear- 
lier discussion, in which it was pointed out that the form of facilities and thus 
the form of the meal at temples was the same as that found in the secular 
world. Indeed, one of the controversies related to the interpretation of the 
Sarapis meals has been over whether these were sacrificial (thus Youtie)** or 
purely secular (thus Milne)?. I would suggest instead that the line between 
sacrificial and secular is not that strict. 

Thus the religious nature of the meal is not defined by its location, for a 
sacrificial meal can take place in either a temple or a private home, and a sec- 
ular celebration can take place in a temple. What is involved is a “normal” 
banquet that can be held anywhere, but in this case has been redefined to fit 
the special meanings attached to the sacrificial meal. 


Was It the Special Presence of the Deity? 
The Deity as Guest. It appears that there were many variations on how a deity 
could be related to the sacrificial meal. In a basic sense, the presentation of 
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the animal at the altar represented a gift to the god, and the burning of a por- 
tion on the altar represented the god consuming his portion of the food. 
Thus a classic critique of Greek ritual decries the fact that the Greeks give to 
the gods only what they do not find edible themselves. It is also true that the 
high fat content of the portion placed on the altar would make it burn well. 

But would the god be present in some sense at the banquet? One specific 
type of sacrificial meal specifies the presence of the deity as guest. This is the 
theoxenia, a term that literally means “hosting the gods.” Here the deity's 
presence is normally signified by providing him or her a place at table and/or 
a portion of food. There is no doubt that such a meal had special religious 
overtones. Yet even here the form of the meal appears to be “normal”; the 
gods are merely being entertained. Furthermore, it appears to be a special 
case. Whether it is a unique form of sacrificial meal or reflects explicitly what 
sacrificial meals tended to include implicitly is difficult to say. Jameson, for 
example, refers to the theoxenia as a “distinctive kind of ritual” that is unre- 
lated to a normal sacrificial meal.5! 

The Deity as Host. In a more general sense, the meal could be conceived of 
as provided by, and therefore hosted by, the god.5? This is the sense of the 
description in Xenophon's Anabasis: “The goddess provided for the worship- 
pers barley meal, bread, wine and dried fruit, and a portion of the sacrificial 
victims from the sacred land and a portion of the animals captured in the 
hunt.”* Here it should be noticed, however, that temple funds were used to 
pay for the meal. This is then the primary way in which the goddess is seen 
as host. It is unclear whether a sacrificial meal in which the worshipper pro- 
vides the animal from his own funds could also be conceived as a meal hosted 
by the deity. 

The Deity as Miraculously Present in the Food. A classic anthropological 
argument proposes that the sacramental meal was one in which the deity was 
considered equivalent in some sense to the food that was consumed. Conse- 
quently, when one consumed the food, one was “eating” the deity. To be sure, 
this argument is not connected with the sacrificial meal per se but has come 
to be used as a standard definition of the sacred meal in whatever context it 
might be found. 

This phenomenon is most clearly seen, of course, in the Christian 
Eucharist of late antiquity. Scholars then argue back from that phenomenon 
to seek for precedents in pagan ritual. That there were such precedents is a 
valid assumption. However, the classic arguments for a pagan archetypical 
sacramental meal have been severely weakened in recent research. 


THE SACRIFICIAL BANQUET 79 


The most widely accepted identification of a pagan archetype of the sacra- 
mental meal is the “theophagy” that has been identified in Dionysiac tradi- 
tion.™ This idea has been refuted in several more recent studies.’ 

Perhaps the most radical revision of the older scholarship on the 
Dionysiac theophagy is that of Albert Henrichs. He concludes: ". . . The star- 
tling idea that the ritual practice of the eucharist constitutes a symbolic 
theophagy . . . is unparalleled outside Christianity.” Henrichs points out 
that the very few references we have in Greek religion for such a phenome- 
non occur in fictional narratives rather than in references to actual rituals. 
The argument may, of course, be overstated; if the idea of theophagy is pre- 
sent in the literature, it could contribute to later interpretation of ritual.” 


THE SACRED BANQUET 


Earlier in this study, in chapters 2 and 3, we found that all banquets could be 
assumed to have a religious component. This can be seen by the many refer- 
ences to libations and hymns that accompanied the various parts of the meal. 
Here we have found that the form of the sacrificial banquet was the same as 
the form used for a banquet in other settings and circumstances. Conse- 
quently, the religious component of the sacrificial banquet is best understood 
as an enhancement of the religious potential of symbols already present in 
the standard form of the banquet. That is to say, certain segments of the meal 
ritual would be given special emphasis or interpretation due to the connec- 
tion with the designated sacrifice. That this was the case is illustrated by the 
example of the sacrificial meal described by Plutarch that was discussed ear- 
lier in this chapter. 

This means that we need not seek an “orthodox” form of sacrificial meal. 
Rather, the sacrificial component could have been emphasized in a variety of 
ways. Furthermore, since the “sacred” is inherent in the banquet as social 
institution, it would not require manipulation of the form of the meal to pro- 
vide an enhancement of the religious component. 

In the past, scholars have often decried the lack of piety at sacrificial meals, 
as characterized by their nature as “carousal.” Perhaps such interpretations 
reflect a misunderstanding of the sacred in Greek society. Indeed, the very 
form of a festival suggests that sacred events are not to be defined exclusively 
as solemn rather than boisterous. Furthermore, the concept of celebration 
can be seen to be inherent in the social code of the banquet. Thus I would 
suggest that the occasion itself, with its sense of celebration and revelry, is the 
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essence of the sacred that the meal communicates rather than being the sec- 
ular component. 

An indication of the way in which such a meal was viewed by a worship- 
per may be derived from a description of an Isis cult meal. In Apuleius’ 
Metamorphoses, Lucius describes the final stage of his initiation into the mys- 
teries of Isis in this way: “Then I celebrated the most festive birthday of the 
sacred rites (or: the festal day of initiation as if it were a birthday) and there 
were delightful feasts and elegant banquets (suaves epulae et faceta convivia).” 
Here he enjoys festive banquets as the conclusion of his initiation rite, ban- 
quets that are especially characterized by “good cheer.” Indeed, the banquets 
are defined as birthday celebrations. This is clearly an interpretation of the 
culmination of the initiation rite: now he has been reborn. But the use of this 
image also gives a context for the celebration itself, for it is defined as equiv- 
alent to the celebration at a birthday feast but with a religious content. Con- 
sequently, the “good cheer” experienced at the banquet, which was a normal 
part of a festive meal, has been given a religious content. 


THE FESTIVE BANQUET 


Religious banquets in the ancient world are regularly characterized as occa- 
sions for joy and celebration. I would propose that it is that factor itself, the 
festive joy that is so inherent to the “sacred” banquet, that represented its pri- 
mary “religious” content. 


Good Cheer and Banquet Ideology 
The normal connection of “good cheer” with a banquet is often indicated in 
Greek by such terms as festive joy (euphrosyné) and celebration (euöchia). For 
example, festive joy was especially associated with the good cheer brought 
about by the wine. Thus a sixth-century-B.c.E. poet refers to “a cup full of 
good cheer” (kratér mestos euphrosyn2s).’® So also an epitaph from Memphis 
celebrates the euphrosyné and aglaia of a young man who was buried by his 
“companions”; the sense is: “he was always a cheerful drinking compan- 
ion."? Such "festive joy" was seen as such a basic feature of the banquet that 
it came to be used as a term meaning “banquet” in itself. This usage sug- 
gests that this is a feature that can be idealized as so basic to the banquet expe- 
rience that it can be a rule by which to judge the “proper” banquet. 

This term comes to be a primary feature of the sacrificial banquet as well, 
as seen, for example, in the phrase “thuete Pani euphrainesthe,” which can be 
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freely translated: “Enjoy the joyful feast at the sacrifice to Pan.”‘' Here also it 
functions as a typification of the banquet that comes to stand for the banquet 
as a whole. A sixth-century-c.e. Christian text uses the same terminology to 
describe a Christian meal: “celebrating the joyous feast [euphranthentes], they 
glorified God.” 

As indicated by the Christian text, “good cheer” experienced at a drinking 
party, though it was connected especially with the wine, was not understood 
to be a reference to drunkenness per se. Rather, it referred to the sense of 
pleasure and joy central to the social institution of the banquet. As such, it 
could also be interpreted as an aspect of social morality. For example, Dio 
Chrysostom relates it to the virtue of friendship.? Friendship, he says, is a 
necessary ingredient of a banquet. In his argument, festive joy (euphrosyné) is 
used as a parallel term to symposium, and both are used in reference to a ban- 
quet setting where “good will among the participants” is necessary for the 
event to be “pleasurable.” The implication is that festive joy is a social expe- 
rience deriving from, as well as contributing to, the “friendship” that is also 
fundamental to the banquet. Dio goes on to extend the illustration to 
another type of banquet, that held at the “sacrifice” (thysia), which is vali- 
dated (“acceptable to the gods”) by the “communal festive meal” 
(suneudcheisthai). Here, then, the sacrificial meal, like the concept of "festive 
joy” and the symposium itself, derives its significance from its communal 
nature. Consequently, “festive joy” is not to be understood as an individual 
experience but rather as a social experience based on the form and function 
of the banquet of which it is an inherent part. 


The Festive Meals at Panamara 

A more direct connection of festive joy with religious experience at a sacrifi- 
cial banquet is provided by a series of official invitations to the cult banquets 
of Zeus of Panamara in the region of Caria in Asia Minor.‘ In about the sec- 
ond century c.E. a number of these invitations were inscribed on stone and 
set up at the cult site at Panamara.5 In them the god invites various cities of 
the region to attend his festive celebrations. 

A standard form is as follows: “The god invites you to the sacred feast . . . 
in order that you may partake of the festivity which he provides.” Charac- 
teristically, the “sacred feast” (héhiera hestiasis) is defined here as a banquet at 
which the god provides “festive joy” (euphrasyn2). 

In the festival invitations provided for various cities, it is regularly speci- 
fied that the festival will be an occasion for festive joy as provided by the god. 
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Here one might note that the god is pictured as host of the banquet. His ban- 
quet is one that compares favorably with banquets held anywhere in the 
Greco-Roman world, for the god will see that festive joy flows freely. Thus 
the term festive joy shifts from being purely a secular term to a term that is 
hereby given a religious value. These references are reminiscent of the “joyous 
banquet” in Hebrew tradition. It is the joy and celebration itself that is the 
religious component in the meal. Of course, it could be said that the Zeus 
Panamaros data represents a unique rather than common interpretation of 
the sacrificial meal. However, since the term and the concept it refers to are 
traditional in Greek society, I would argue that here we have articulated what 
is probably present but unstated in common Greek festival piety. 

An invitation extended to the Rhodians highlights other aspects of the 
Panamara festival meal: “Since the god invites all people to the feast and pro- 
vides a table shared in common and offering equal privilege to those who 
come from whatever place they may come . . . I [the priest] invite you [the 
Rhodians] to the (house of the) god . . . to share in the festivity which he [the 
god] provides.” In this invitation the political motivation of the sanctuary 
officials is clear. The god has singled out the Rhodians not only because of 
their “excellent reputation” but also “because there exists between our cities a 
kinship to one another and a commonality of sacred rites (ton hiepon 
koinönia).”°® Thus it functions to define the political ties the sanctuary 
claims to have with one of the powerful cities in the area.” 

The ties of the outlying cities with this local deity are especially defined by 
the banquet, as seen in the invitation just quoted. Note the striking univer- 
salism in the claims: the god invites “all people" to his banquet.” But he 
offers “a table shared in common and offering equal privileges” (koiné kai iso- 
timos trapeza). In other words, the communal ties appealed to by the god 
especially come to focus in the meal. The common table symbolizes the com- 
mon “kinship” (syngenia) and “sacred rites” (hiera). 

The god's table is also characterized as one of “equality” (isotimos).’! In 
other meal contexts, such a concept refers to the breaking down of the social 
barriers often reinforced by meal customs. In this case, in addition to social 
class, such barriers might derive also from the fact that worshippers would be 
coming from different cities that might impart to them different degrees of 
prestige. To overcome this potential difficulty and ensure that a true spirit of 
commonality and festive joy can be experienced at the meal, all worshippers 
are to be treated equally at the meal. How this is to be done is not indicated, 
but one might suggest that such common means of exhibiting social rank as 
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assigning positions at the table or providing different quality or quantity of 
food would not be practiced. The idea of equality at the meal, a concept also 
found in popular morality of the time, is here defined as an aspect of a reli- 
gious meal imparted to the meal by the god. 

These ideas are connected in another writing from the same period in 
which the Roman festival of the Saturnalia is given a moralistic interpreta- 
tion. The Saturnalia was a one-day slave’s holiday in which the slaves were 
allowed to take the prerogatives of the upper classes at the festival banquet. 
Lucian uses this institution to satirize class structure in the context of meal 
customs. Using the motifs of a symposium conversation and an epistolary 
correspondence of a priest with Kronos (i.e., Saturnus) he has the god advise, 
“Let every man be treated equal, slave and freeman, poor and rich.”7? 

The god then provides the following “symposium laws”: 


Each man shall take the couch where he happens to be. Rank, family, or 
wealth shall have little influence on privilege. All shall drink the same 
wine, and neither stomach trouble nor headache shall give the rich man 
an excuse for being the only one to drink the better quality. All shall 
have their meat on equal terms. . . . Neither are large portions to be 
placed before one and tiny ones before another, not a ham for one and 
a pig's jaw for another—all must be treated equally? 


Here a traditional festival is interpreted as a paradigm for a critique of soci- 
ety. Lucian's satire is not to be taken as a religious text, nor is it to be read as 
a revolutionary tract,” but it does illustrate specific ways in which a moralist 
of this period might interpret the concept of “equality” at a festival meal. 

The rites at Panamara are also called a “mystery”: “Our ancestral god is 
feasting all men. It is fitting above all that the priest invite your city to his 
mystery [to autou mystérion).””> Here “mystery” clearly refers to the sacred 
banquet. Indeed, at this period the banquet appears to have become the 
essential aspect of the mystery celebrated at Panamara."^ Yet all we can deter- 
mine about the banquet itself suggests that it is quite ordinary in form. This 
is especially indicated by the fact that it is characterized by “festive joy” 
(euphrosyné) and even advertised on that basis. 

The use of this term to describe the banquet has suggested to earlier inter- 
preters that its nature is that of a “carousal,” an orgiastic banquet with no 
apparent religious meaning. Seemingly in support of this view is this descrip- 
tion of sacred banquets provided at Panamara by a group of benefactors: 
“They entertained at the tables of the god for the whole year at every 
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appointment to a position and at every birthday of the inhabitants. With 
great generosity and class they provided on these occasions sumptuous ban- 
quets, unexcelled in their splendor and lavishness, for the city and the 
region and the representatives of all humanity.”7” Such a description of a 
banquet that is otherwise dubbed a “mystery” has led to considerable con- 
sternation among many scholars. Typical is the response of G. Cousin and 
G. Deschamps. They see here a “complaisant interpretation” of the ancient 
rite that has brought about a “distortion of the sacred oblation,” thus trans- 
forming the “solemn occasion” into an “immense festivity.” The priests 
appear to be blatantly advertising their cult with offerings of food and 
drink; in effect they offer a “divine tavern.””* 

Rather, as P. Roussel has suggested in response, one can determine by the 
very gravity of the language employed in the invitations that they are 
intended to express actual piety. The banquet is the “table of the god,” at 
which the priest acts as the “host” in place of the god. All indications suggest 
that it is a sacrificial banquet that, for this cult at least, has become the essen- 
tial mystery rite. And the festive joy that is a proper part of any banquet is 
here seen as the gift of the god. 


The Meaning of Festive Joy 

Since festive joy, then, is associated with a mystery rite, is it to be interpreted 
with a special, mystic sense??? This does not appear likely since it is such a 
common term in a banquet context. If the basic meaning of the term is there- 
fore operative here, these banquets are to be characterized by normal banquet 
conviviality, such as is aspired to at every “proper” banquet. As we have 
already noted, however, the term has been given an elevated connotation in 
this context since it is designated as a gift of the god. 

This idealized use of the concept of festive joy is quite similar to the usage 
of Dio Chrysostom discussed above. As in the Panamara invitations, there 
was a sense in which the term could be seen to transcend the purely secular 
and mundane. The interpretation of banquet conviviality as a gift of the god 
thus would give a more profound significance to the convivial experience. In 
this way the connotative sense of the term would move from “carousal” to 
“religious festive joy” primarily because of the change in the context and 
interpretation of what might essentially be the same banquet experience. 

This reinterpretation of festive joy corresponds to a great extent to the use 
of “pleasure” in philosophical discussions of meal ethics. In both cases, the 
basic social function of the meal, that of giving pleasure, has been idealized 
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and made into a principle by which to define the proper meal. Indeed, such 
a relationship between philosophical ethics and religious piety is characteris- 
tic of this period.*' Thus Plutarch described a sacrificial meal as one of his 
paradigms for proper philosophical discussion at a banquet." Yet the subject 
discussed on that occasion was the sacrificial ritual itself, so that the dialogue 
functioned not only as a philosophical discourse but also in a quasi-liturgical 
sense. 


CONCLUSION 


Any banquet in the Greco-Roman period could have been connected with a 
sacrifice in some way; in fact, among Greeks and Romans, they almost always 
were. Whether or not that was the case, however, did not change the form of 
the banquet. Nor did it change the ideology of the banquet. Instead, as we 
have seen, the sacrificial meal was indistinguishable from other manifesta- 
tions of the Greco-Roman banquet. And it utilized the common meal sym- 
bols of celebration, community, and equality as constituent parts of its 
religious definition and developed rules of social obligation based on that 
idealization of the meal. Consequently, the sacrificial banquet, seen here as 
the archetype of the “sacred” or “cultic” banquet, can be understood as a sub- 
type of the Greco-Roman banquet. 





CHAPTER 5 


THE CLUB BANQUET 





Some associations appear to be formed for the sake of pleasure, for 
example religious guilds and dining-clubs, which are unions for sacrifice 
and social intercourse. 


—Aristotle, Eth. Nic. 8.9.5 (1160A)! 


The old lawgivers, providing for the modern dinners, ordained both the 
tribe and the deme dinners, and over and above these the dinners of the 
sacred bands, the brotherhood dinners, and again those which are called 
“orgeonic.” 

— Athenaeus 186a 


There were a variety of clubs and associations in the Greck and Roman world.? 
These clubs existed from classical times to late antiquity and were formed for 
various purposes: for example, as funerary societies, trade guilds, religious 
societies, or political associations.’ But in virtually every case where we have 
documented records of club activities, we find that the banquet emerges as 
one of their primary reasons for gathering. 

Greek clubs were voluntary associations that seem to have originated pri- 
marily as religious organizations whose purpose was to provide a means for 
individuals to share the expense for a sacrifice, particularly if the deity being 
honored was not normally included in state sacrifices and festivals. The 
communal sacrifice would also include a communal meal, of course, and by 
sharing the expenses here as well they could provide for themselves a regular 
schedule of festive celebrations. 

Greek clubs existed as far back as Solon (594 8.c.£.) and before. Solonian 
law states concerning clubs: “If a demos, or phratries, or orgeones of heroes, or 
gennetai, or messmates [syssitor], or funerary associates, or thiasotai, or pirates, 
or traders make arrangements among themselves, these shall be binding 
unless forbidden by public writings."5 Thus we find the basic terminology of 
Greek clubs testifying to a significant variety of forms and purposes already 
in existence as early as Solon. 
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The quotation from Aristotle at the opening of this chapter provides a 
summary of basic data about clubs in ancient Greek society. Here we find ref- 
erences to what appear to be two types of clubs, religious guild (thiasos) and 
dining club (eranos), both included under the category of “association” 
(koinon). In actuality, these terms tend to be used interchangeably and 
merely refer to the different dimensions of the clubs. As religious organiza- 
tions, these clubs provide communal sacrifices. Their sacrifices also include 
an emphasis on the sacrificial banquet; thus they provide “social intercourse” 
(synousia). Indeed, the banquet became so important to their self-identity 
that they could be said to exist “for the sake of pleasure” (hedoné). 

As we have already seen, the term pleasure when applied to meals was not 
a derogatory term but had significant moral and ethical content in both phi- 
losophy and religion. The same sense of the term is present here. Thus when 
clubs are said to exist for the sake of “pleasure,” this should be understood to 
be a reference not to an antireligious characteristic but to the specific type of 
religious activity in which they specialized. Indeed, pleasure was something 
they took seriously. Furthermore, it was defined in terms of the communal 
nature of the occasion, as indicated by the other term that refers to their self- 
identity, that of “social intercourse.” Pleasure and social intercourse therefore 
defined the highest ideals to which clubs aspired at their meetings. Thus the 
tules of behavior at club banquets tended to emphasize ways in which the 
pleasure inherent in the occasion could be shared in by all. 

In the Hellenistic and Roman periods, clubs became even more ubiqui- 
tous as society became more cosmopolitan and the Greek city-state declined 
in importance. In this new social world, clubs offered a means of social iden- 
tity to individuals who lacked the strong social moorings of their ancestors. 
Clubs came to be organized for a variety of reasons, as “trade guilds,” burial 
societies, religious societies, ethnic organizations, and so on. But their pri- 
mary purpose was to provide social intercourse and cohesion for their mem- 
bers, and the central activity for meeting those goals was the banquet. 

Most of our evidence for clubs is contained in their various statutes and 
dedications that survive as inscriptions. These inscriptions were normally 
posted at their meeting places. They provide an inside look at the form and 
activities of the clubs. They include such things as the requirements for 
membership, the amount of the dues to be paid by each member, the names 
and duties of officers, the specified meeting times, and the rules of conduct 
expected of members at meetings. In addition, they usually specify the offi- 
cial name of the group and the deity or deities to whom the club is dedicated. 
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The clubs of the Greco-Roman world provide for us a model of the ideals 
of the banquet in an institutionalized form. For the ancients they also pro- 
vided a model for how a group should organize itself. Thus any group that 
sought to maintain its group identity tended to model itself on the clubs. 
Consequently, both Christian and Jewish groups were often taken to be 
equivalent to religious clubs by the ancients, and, indeed, there is some truth 
to this. In order to fully appreciate this fact, we must first understand the 
nature and organization of the clubs. 

This analysis will be divided into three parts, roughly corresponding to 
three different periods and/or types of social organization. We will first look 
at the form of clubs in the classical Greek period. Then we will examine 
specifically Roman types of clubs. Finally, we will look at typical features of 
clubs in the Greek world of the Roman period. In each case, we will summa- 
rize general features of the evidence and then provide a test case analysis of a 
typical club of that type. 


GREEK CLUBS 


Names and Types 
Clubs were designated by “generic” names and names that were specific to a 
particular group or type of club. Generic names refer to their identity as an 
officially organized body calling itself by one of the common terms that we 
translate as “club.” Specific names represent to a great extent what a club 
thought to be central to its self-identity. There were a variety of ways in which 
a club could so identify itself, such as by common ethnic or family back- 
ground, by common occupation, by shared religious convictions or preference, 
or by contractual agreement to provide for the funerals of its members from a 
common purse, what is commonly referred to as a funerary or burial society. 
Poland identifies the three most common “generic” names of Greek clubs 
in the classical period as follows: eranos, thiasos, and orgeones.S They all are 
technical terms that are translated “club,” “association,” or “guild” or are sim- 
ply transliterated. The term eranos is used in Homer to refer to a meal paid 
for by the common contributions of the participants.’ When used as a term 
for a club, it tends to emphasize its social aspects. A thiasos was originally a 
religious association, but the term tended to take on a more general sense and 
refer to the banquets themselves or, in the plural, to the banqueters.? To 
Athenaeus these two terms were synonymous: “The same [dinner gathering] 
may be called either eranos or thiasos, and the members who come together 
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eranistai or thiasotai."? The third term in general use in this period, orgeones, 
referred to a special class of Attic religious club. The term may be roughly 
translated "sacrificing associates." 

Most Greek clubs also had individualized names that reflected a great deal 
about their nature and self-identity. Some names emphasized the religious 
worship that united the membership and gave it its identity, such as: "Sacrifi- 
cers” (thusiastai), “Worshippers” (therapeutai), “Mystagogues” or “Initiates” 
(mystai), “Sacrificing Priests” (hierourgoi), and “Temple Attendants” or “Dea- 
cons” (diakonoi). Others indicated that the social relationships were primary: 
“Companions” (symbidtai), “Intimates” (synéthei), "Clansmen" (phratores), 
“Friends” (philoi), “Comrades” (hetairoi), “Brothers” (adelphoi), and “Funerary 
Fellows” (homotaphoi). Some clubs were named after their patron deity such as 
the “Asklepiasts,” or devotees of the god Asclepius, the “Dionysiasts” or devo- 
tees of the god Dionysus, and the “Sarapiasts,” or devotees of the god Sarapis. 
Other clubs might simply refer to themselves by a general collective term: 
“Tribe” (phyle), “Sect” (hairesis), “Assembly” or “Synagogue” (synagöge), “Con- 
gress” or “Sanhedrin” (synedrion), “Guild” or “Synod” (synodos), or “Associa- 
tion” (koinon).!° 

Often names of clubs and officials make specific reference to the central- 
ity of the banquet. For example, a society of Sarapiasts in Thasos named 
themselves “the Order of the Drinking Cup” (köthönes).'' In other cases 
meetings were designated as “symposia” or “drinking parties.”'? The officials 
of a club were often named for their roles in the meal, thus indicating its cen- 
tral importance to the meetings of the club. Some of the functional titles are: 
“presider at the table” (klinarchos), “chief presider at the table” (prötoklinar- 
chos), “head of the feast” (archieranistés), “presider at the drinking party” or 
"symposiarch" (symposiarchos), "officer of the table” (kleinokosmos), and espe- 
cially “host” (hestiatör). One suspects that other functionaries, such as the 
“servants” (hypöretai or diakonoi), the “choral singers” (hymnödoi), and the 
“theologians” (theologoi), may have performed their duties in the setting of a 
meal or its accompanying entertainment. In other cases, the expenditures of 
clubs often indicate provisions for meals, especially the wine, and often these 
constitute the major or sole specified budget items. Other expenditures often 
listed include dining furnishing for the clubhouse such as “tables” (trapezai) 
and “couches” (klinai).'? 


The Association of Orgeones 
Inscriptions that preserve the statutes of Greek clubs give us an inside view of 
these clubs. One of the best examples is an inscription of orgeones from 
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Athens. The inscription dates from the third century B.C.E., but it quotes an 
earlier statute that may date from as early as the fifth century B.c.E. We thus 
get a view here of the ongoing history of a club over a period of 150 to 200 
years. Special attention is given in these statutes to the proprieties to be 
observed at the banquets held by the association.!* 


Lysias of Plotheia, son of Periandros, said ‘May it be well: / Resolved by 
the Orgeones: In order that the community of / sacrifices might be 
observed for all time by the corporation / of Kalliphanes and of the 
Hero / (5) Echelos, after those who owe something to the / community 
record (what they owe) on a stone stele, it shall be set up alongside the 
altar / in the temple, (recording) both the sum total and the interest 
which / each has accumulated. The ancient decrees shall also be 
recorded / on the stele / (10) The inscribing and the erection of the stele 
shall be commissioned, and / whatever is spent for these things shall be 
charged to the corporation. / 

Decreed by the Orgeones: The host shall offer the sacrifice / on the 
17th and 18th of Hekatombaion. | On the first day he shall sacrifice a 
suckling pig to the Heroines and / (15) a full-grown victim to the Hero; 
and he shall set up a table and on the / second day, a full-grown victim 
to the Hero. He shall reckon up his / expenses and spend no more than 
the revenue. / (He shall distribute) the flesh as follows: to the Orgeones 
present [a portion], / to sons a portion not exceeding a half, and to the 
wives of the Orgeones / (20) who are present with them a portion equal 
to that of the independent women [members], to daughters / a portion 
not exceeding a half, and to one female attendant (for each matron) a 
portion not exceeding a half. / (He shall deliver) the portion of the 
woman to the man. / / Decreed by the Orgeones: The host (with refer- 


ence to) the interest. . . 


This group of orgeones identify themselves as worshippers of the hero Ech- 
elos and “the heroines,” a group whose specific identity is unknown. They 
define themselves as “the community of sacrifices” (hë koindnia ton thusion, 
lines 2-3),'> a designation that effectively defines the origin and central func- 
tion of the orgeones associations. They seem to have originated as sacrificial 
clubs, thus the rough translation “sacrificing associates." Many such orga- 
nizations worshipped heroes and/or heroines like this one. Others, however, 
worshipped higher deities, although orgeones of that type tended to be asso- 
ciated with foreign deities.'” 

The orgeones in this inscription mention only one official, the “host of the 
feast” (hestiatör, line 12). He is charged with various duties: sacrificing the 
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various animals, keeping the expenses within the budget, and distributing 
the meat according to the specifications laid down in the decree (lines 
14-18). He also sets up the cult table (line 15) and evidently presides at the 
table. As presider, he is therefore in charge of distributing the meat accord- 
ing to the specified formulas. Furthermore, he would evidently carry out this 
task at a community banquet because, since absent members do not receive 
a portion (line 18), we may conclude that the meat must have been con- 
sumed on the spot. It is notable that though his duties include activities that 
might be termed those of a priest and a treasurer, it is his presiding at the 
table that gives him his title. This was evidently the most important aspect 
of his function. 

The same is true with other orgeones. When we can identify their primary 
official he is referred to as the “host.” Thus, for example, a decree of the 
orgeones of Amysos, Asklepios, and Dexion, dated 313/312 ».c.e., honors 
two “hosts” for their service to the club, Here it is further specified what their 
duties were: “... The hosts . . . managed well and honorably the club's affairs 
and the sacrifices."!5 The term sacrifices is interpreted to refer to the sacrificial 
rite in its entirety, a ritual that includes a sacrificial banquet.'? Consequently, 
Ferguson concludes: “The importance of the Host attests the importance of 
the hestiaseis or deipna [banquet] . . . in the activity of the old Artic 
orgeones.””° 

The text refers to two days of sacrifice (lines 14-16), so the feasting prob- 
ably also took two days. The orgeones feast as a family, with wives, sons, 
daughters, and even maidservants included in the distribution (lines 18-22). 
The size of the portion distributed to each classification of diners would serve 
to indicate their relative status. Thus the members, referred to as the orgeones, 
and the “women,” who are evidently their wives, receive a full portion, 
whereas children and maidservants receive no more than a half portion. That 
there are maidservants indicates that the orgeones are made up of rather well- 
to-do citizens. Since it must be specified that only one maidservant can 
receive a portion, presumably some members had more than one and had to 
be restrained from taking too much meat for their households.”! 

Are there women members? The question centers on the interpretation of 
lines 19-23, with the reconstruction of line 20 being especially important. 
W. S. Ferguson says unequivocally that there were only adult male members. 
His reconstruction of line 20, “if an ox were sacrificed,” means that if the vic- 
tim were smaller women would get no portion and thus would not partici- 
pate in the meal. He interprets the term in line 20, eleuthepai, as “respectable 
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women” in general, that is, wives, widows, spinsters—all female family mem- 
bers who are not daughters or servants.” 

Benjamin D. Meritt interprets two classes of women who receive equal 
portions with members (or at least the second of these does), “wives” 
(gynaikes) and “independent women” (eleutherai), that is, women who are 
members in their own right.” Franciszek Sokolowski rejects the reconstruc- 
tions of both Meritt and Ferguson. He reads lines 19-20 as referring to wives 
who are respectable and of noble birth. These are allowed to share in the meal 
but evidently are not members.?* 

Choosing one from the three proposed reconstructions is difficult, leav- 
ing the exact reading of the text in doubt. Nevertheless the possibility of 
female membership must remain an open question. Indeed, the fact that the 
“independent women” shared equal portions with male members speaks 
strongly for the interpretation that they are members. It must also be noted, 
however, that they are not included under the term orgeones. Further, the 
“women” (gynaikes), a term that refers to wives and perhaps “independent 
women” as well, must receive their portions from the men (lines 22-23). 
Thus while these women do receive a portion of the meat equal to that of the 
men, their position in the community is seen to be subordinate to that of the 
men. 


‘Where Greek Clubs Met 
These orgeones have their own hieron or temple (line 7), at least by the third 
century B.C.E. This temple has an altar (line 6 reconstructed) and a sacred 
table (line 15). The form of many such tables is known from archaeological 
finds of marble tables that were part of a sanctuary’s furniture.” The type 
that has been so identified usually had three sections, one or more of which 
was carved in the form of a type of tray used in carving meat. Thus it is con- 
jectured that it was used both for depositions for the god and as the surface 
for carving the meat into portions to be distributed to the worshippers. This 
is probably the type of table usually referred to by such phrases as “table of 
God” (trapeza tou theou) and “sacred table” (hiera trapeza). Since one of the 
table fragments of this type was inscribed with a decree from a group of 
orgeones, it is likely that it is the type referred to by the term table (trapeza) in 
our inscription. 

One of the cult tables that has been discovered contains an unusual inscrip- 
tion: en tà thiasö. This expression is not common to orgeonic inscriptions on 
cult tables but seems to define a common perception about the significance of 
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the table. Usually such inscriptions define how the inscription is to be dis- 
played. Since the term thiasos does not normally refer to the structure or hall 
where an association met, the phrase is probably best translated “in the midst 
of the association." This inscription, then, serves to emphasize the symbolic 
nature of the table as the central focus of the community consciousness of the 
association. 

But where did these orgeones dine? Their clubhouse includes a “temple” 
(hieron), but other facilities that may have been included are not noted. 
Another inscription from a group of orgeones, those of the Hero Egretes, pro- 
vides a more detailed description of a clubhouse: “Whenever the orgeones sac- 
rifice to the Hero in the month of Boedromion [September], Diognetus is to 
place the house at their disposal, which includes the cella which is to be 
opened and an accessory room and the kitchen and couches and tables for 
two table settings (triclinia).””” 

This inscription, dated 307/306 .c.e., describes the terms of a lease of the 
clubhouse to an individual for his private use. The agreement specifies that 
the lessee must allow the orgeones to use the facilities for their normal activi- 
ties during the year and especially allow free use of facilities needed during 
the annual sacrifices. The facilities needed on this special occasion are listed, 
all located in connection with the “clubhouse” (oikia). Besides a “temple,” 
which is perhaps just a temple cella, there is an “accessory room,” which was 
a temporary wooden shed or shelter used by those who assisted in the cere- 
monies,” a “kitchen,” “dining couches” (klinai), and “tables for two tri- 
clinia.” Clearly, we have here a prototype for a clubhouse where the club 
members can hold sacrifices as well as banquets. 

The phrase “tables for two triclinia” suggests that this clubhouse had two 
dining rooms, both of which allowed for a triclinium arrangement of 
couches. The dining furnishings must be portable, since it is specified that 
they are to be available for the orgeones on demand. Since they are used for 
dining rather than for the distribution of meat, these tables must be of a dif- 
ferent type than the sacred tables discussed above. 

The term triclinium normally refers to a standard dining-room arrange- 
ment of couches along three walls of the room. Whether that is its meaning 
in this period is not clear, however, since the archaeological evidence for din- 
ing rooms from this period does not match such a description.” Thus it is 
difficult to determine whether the three-couch arrangement refers to couches 
arranged on three walls, three couches arranged on three walls, or simply to 
a normal rectangular dining arrangement (as opposed to other, less common 
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types). Nor do we know how many each couch would hold. Vase paintings, 
however, illustrate couches of a size to hold two, three, four, and even five on 
a couch.?® 

Various changes took place in the organization and nature of Greek clubs 
in the Hellenistic and Roman periods. For example, the orgeones type of orga- 
nization appears to have disappeared in the Roman period.*! Another change 
often noted is the increasing significance given to the banquet as the primary 
activity of a club. The scholars who mention this development often con- 
clude that it represents a decline in the original religious ideals of the associ- 
ation.” Such judgments, however, represent an incorrect understanding of 
the function of the banquet in the Greco-Roman world. This point will be 
elaborated further as we look at other examples of private clubs in the Greco- 
Roman world. 


ROMAN COLLEGIA® 


Names and Types 

Roman clubs served a variety of functions, took a range of forms, and were 
found in all classes of society. But they all shared a few basic characteristics, 
chief among them being some kind of religious character and an emphasis on 
their social function. They were called by a variety of names—collegium, cor- 
pus, sodalitas, sodalitium, and so forth—but the usual general term under 
which they may be grouped is collegia.” 

In Roman society there were official, public co/legia as well as private ones. 
The official priestly colleges administered to the official state cults. Examples 
of public colleges include the four great colleges of public priests, the ponti- 
fices, as well as the priestly colleges of various official cults, such as the col- 
legium Capitolinorum, which administered to the cult of Jupiter Capitolinus. 
Private religious colleges were usually concerned with nonofficial cults, espe- 
cially those of foreign gods, such as Bacchus, Cybele, Isis, and Mithras. 
Among the most common private colleges were the collegia Isidis, which were 
found throughout the empire. Many foreign cults that began in Rome as pri- 
vate cults were later adopted as public cults, as was the case at different times 
with the cults of Isis, Cybele, and Mithra. Private religious colleges often had 
another function besides the practice of a private cult. That is, they were usu- 
ally a professional or funerary club as well. For example, the collegium Aescu- 
lapi et Hygiae and the cultores Dianae et Antinoi, discussed below, were private 
religious colleges as well as burial clubs.5* 


96 FROM SYMPOSIUM TO EUCHARIST 


Professional corporations, probably the most common of Roman clubs, 
were organizations of individuals who had in common the practice of the 
same trade, craft, or occupation. They often functioned with political inter- 
ests, but not in the sense of today's trade unions. Their goal was not eco- 
nomic advantage but status or honor, which was prized more than wealth in 
Roman society.” Such trade guilds seem to have originated in Roman soci- 
ety and spread from there to the rest of the Hellenistic world. By the first and 
second centuries c.E., they had spread throughout the provinces of the 
Roman Empire, including the Greek East.*” 

The other major type of Roman club was the burial society. These were 
organized for the purpose of providing decent burials for their members from 
a common fund based on the regular collection of dues. They were especially 
found in the lower orders of society, among slaves and freedmen who could 
not otherwise be assured of being provided with a decent burial. These clubs 
often owned their own common burial plot or columbarium. Their meetings 
for collecting dues, which were usually once a month, tended to be banquets 
with a professed religious or funerary aim.’ 

Whatever the professed reasons for banding together, however, most 
Roman clubs, like their Greek counterparts, functioned especially as social 
organizations. That is, they provided an opportunity for one to belong to a 
society that provided, within itself, the surrogate benefits of an enlarged fam- 
ily” as well as those of a miniature polis.° In effect, they provided a form of 
“social security,” that is, a community to which one could belong, as well as 
what can be termed “burial insurance” for each of their members.*! 

The most visible and widespread social activity of clubs was the banquet. 
Here the non-wealthy could pool their funds and provide for themselves 
banquets that often rivaled in luxury those of the upper classes. Such ban- 
quets became one of the most common features of the clubs, so that some 
suggested by their names that they had no other reason for assembling 
together, such as the Pompeiian “Late-night Drinkers” (seribibi). Other 
names of clubs that give central significance to the banquet include: “Society 
of Diners” (collegium comestorum), “Table-companions of Concord” (convic- 
tor Concordiae), “Table-companions who customarily [gather] to eat a meal” 
(convictores qui una epula vesci solent), “Comrades of the Symposium” (sodales 
ex symposia), and “Banqueters of Elvenia” (triclinium Elvenianum). Thus 
Jean-Pierre Waltzing observes: “One is tempted to believe that religion and 
the cult of the dead were only pretexts. When a college accepted a bequest on 


the condition to honor a god, the emperor, or its patron, or to maintain the 
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tomb of a foreigner, I imagine that they saw in this the occasion for a festive 
banquet and the means to pass a day in cordial intimacy.” 

To many of the Roman moralists, the clubs were nothing more than 
groups of disorderlies and drunks.“ And, to be sure, clubs had become such 
a problem in society that they were at various times banned by imperial edict 
and thus deemed collegia illicita. The riot at the gladiatorial games at Pompeii 
in 59 c.g. is a well-known example of political agitation that produced 
restrictions on local collegia. It resulted in laws limiting any Pompeiian 
assemblies for ten years and disbanding any illegal associations.*° An example 
of the legal approach taken to Roman clubs is found in a law summarized by 
Marcianus and recorded in Justinian's sixth-century-c.E. Digesta as follows: 
“In sum, then, unless an association or any such body assembles under the 
authorization of a decree of the senate or of the emperor, it meets contrary to 
the decree of the senate and imperial mandates and enactments,” 

Although disorderliness may have been all too common, nevertheless the 
clubs took steps to address such problems and provided in their by-laws ideal 
models for the forms club banquets and other meetings should take. One of 
the best-preserved examples of typical by-laws of Roman collegia is that of the 
Society of Diana and Antinous. 


The Society of Diana and Antinous 

The Society of Diana and Antinous was a burial society dedicated to the god- 
dess Diana and the deified Antinous. The lengthy inscription of its by-laws 
was found in Lanuvium, Italy, and is dated in the year 136 c.e. This inscrip- 
tion (see pages 126-28) is one of the most elaborate of its type ever found, 
and it has had an influential role in the interpretation of collegia, especially of 
their organization, expenditures, banquets, and rules of conduct.** 

The club provided a defense of its legality by quoting an excerpt from the 
current law defining the legal standards for collegia. The excerpt reads: 
“Clause from the Decree of the Senate of the Roman People: These are per- 
mitted to assemble, convene, and maintain a society: those who desire to 
make monthly contributions for funerals may assemble in such a society, but 
they may not assemble in the name of such society except once a month for 
the sake of making contributions to provide burial for the dead” (lines 
1.10-13). Since this was a burial society that met only once a month to col- 
lect dues, it was a legal organization. However, the club met for two banquets 
in August, on August 13, the “birthday of Diana and of the society,” and on 
August 20, the birthday of the patron's brother (line 2.12). Waltzing suggests 
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that this was allowed under the provision of the law concerning collegia that 
allowed meetings for religious purposes, which stated: “But they are not for- 
bidden to assemble for religious purposes, provided however that nothing is 
thereby done contrary to the senate's decree by which illegal associations are 
enjoined.”* Thus a conventus or “business meeting” would not apply, but a 
banquet could be defined as a religious meeting.” 

The law concerning collegia also refers to the connection of the funerary 
societies with the lower classes: “The lower classes are, however, permitted to 
make monthly contributions [to a society], provided, however, they meet 
only once a month, so that no illegal association may assemble under a pre- 
text of this kind.”*' Note that the College of Diana and Antinous included 
slaves in its membership (lines 2.3,7). The laws also provide for this eventu- 
ality: “Slaves may be admitted into societies of the lower classes with the con- 
sent of their masters.”>* Thus the College of Diana and Antinous, like most 
other burial clubs, was evidently a collegium tenuiorum or a “society of the 
lower classes.” 

This club was founded on January 1 in the year 133 c.r. (line 1.14), but 
the inscription dates from the year 136 c.e. Its self-identity as a burial club is 
seen not only in the legal definition it provided for itself, as quoted above, 
but also in the exhortation members of the club evidently addressed to one 
another: “May we have made proper and careful arrangements for providing 
decent obsequies at the departure of the dead!” (lines 1.15-16). Thus a sig- 
nificant portion of the by-laws is concerned with specifications for the 
funeral arrangements to be provided for the membership (lines 1.14—2.6). 

Like the majority of Roman clubs, it operated with the support of a 
wealthy patron. The function of the patron was to donate sportulae to the 
club, that is, gifts of food or money. The sportula was basically a dole given by 
the wealthy to their clients. A cena recta, or formal banquet, was often given 
instead of money and was considered more honorable than merely a gift of 
food.® To be a patron brought considerable status to an individual, which 
was considered a higher good than simply the possession of money. As 
Plutarch stated: “Most people think that to be deprived of the chance to dis- 
play their wealth is to be deprived of wealth itself."5* 

Here the specified gift of the patron is money: “Lucius Caesennius Rufus, 
patron of the municipality . . . promised that he would give them . . . out of 
his generosity the interest on 15,000 sesterces, to wit 400 sesterces, on the 
birthday of Diana, August 13, and 400 sesterces on the birthday of Antinous, 
November 27” (lines 1.1-6). 
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In return for the beneficence of the patron, a guild would honor him with 
titles and dedications.” These honors added to the status of the patron, 
therefore giving him a return for his investment. And the members, who by 
and large were from the lower orders of society, benefited from the patron's 
munificence. 

This society honors its patron in a special way, by means of a feast on the 
respective birthdays of the patron, each of his parents, and his brother. These 
feasts are listed in the section labeled “calendar of dinners" (lines 2.11-13). 
Such “birthday” feasts would have originally been domestic celebrations; the 
reference here is to the family ideal on which the club models itself.” In this 
case, the individuals being honored would have probably made donations to 
pay for their honorary feasts.” Other feasts take place on the “birthdays” of 
the patron deities, Diana and Antinous. Indeed, the “birthday” of Diana is 
also celebrated as the “birthday” of the society itself. Thus the founding date 
of the society, which is given as January 1, 133, was evidently celebrated on 
the date when the statue of Diana was dedicated, which was then termed the 
“birthday of Diana and of the society.”** 

These specified banquets were thus celebrated on the “festive days” (dies 
solemnes, line 2.24) significant to the society. They furthermore served to 
solidify the bonds between client and patron, whether the patron be human 
or divine. Not incidentally, they also served as a means for maintaining that 
relationship for the implicit purpose of securing further favors. 

There were evidently other club meetings besides the banquet meetings. 
At a non-banquet meeting (conventus) the official business of the club was 
carried out (line 2.23). But five of the monthly meetings per year were ban- 
quets, and no business was to take place at these meetings “so that we may 
banquet in peace and good cheer on festive days” (lines 2.23-24). 

Indeed, the banquet tended to dominate the life of the club as pictured by 
this inscription. As already mentioned, the banquet was the principal means 
of honoring the patron, his family, and the patron deities. It is also at the 
banquet that the only worship activities are specifically mentioned (lines 
2.29-30). In addition, part of the fees paid by the members, besides money, 
was “an amphora of good wine” (lines 1.21, 2.7-8, 2.15), evidently to be 
consumed at the meetings. 

One of the most important offices in the club was that of quinquennalis. 
His primary function was to perform the central ritual at the banquet (lines 
2.29-31). He in turn was rewarded by the bestowal of a sign of status: he 
received an extra portion at the banquet, either of food or of the distributions 
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of money. If he had done an especially good job, he continued to receive extra 
portions even after his term of office had expired “as a mark of honor” (lines 
2.21-22). His “honorarium” was designated as a double share while in office 
and a share and a half after serving if he served well. Among the other offi- 
cers, the “secretary” (scriba) and the “summoner” (viator) also received a share 
and a half during their terms of office (lines 2.17-22).° 

The quinquennalis was also accorded the honor of being treated with the 
utmost respect at the banquet, evidently taking the place of honor in the seat- 
ing arrangements. Thus an especially heavy fine was imposed on any mem- 
bers who failed to acknowledge his status: “Any member who uses any 
abusive or insolent language to a quinquennalis at a banquet shall be fined 20 
sesterces” (lines 2.27-28). 

Another of the principal officers of the club was the magister cenarum 
(“master of the feast”), whose duty was to arrange for the banquet (lines 
2.14-16).9 There were four magistri chosen at a time, indicating that at least 
four separate banquet groupings were being arranged. Each member was to 
serve in this office whenever his name came up on the membership list. They 
served a term of one year (lines 2.7-10). 

Apparently the role of the magister cenarum corresponded to that of a host 
at a standard formal banquet. The duties of this officer were specified as fol- 
lows: “Masters of the dinners . . . shall be required to provide an amphora of 
good wine each, and for as many members as the society has, a bread costing 
2 asses, sardines to the number of four, a setting, and warm water with ser- 
vice” (lines 2.14-16). The basic menu, then, consisted of bread, fish, and 
wine, which were to be apportioned equally among the members. Besides the 
food, the magister cenarum was to provide the stratio or table service; that is, 
he was to see that the dining room was provided with all necessary furnish- 
ings. This would probably include furnishing pillows and other couch cover- 
ings, dishes, napkins, and so forth. He was also to prepare the bath facilities 
for the members so that when they bathed before the banquet, they would 
have warm water and servants to provide a rubdown. On the birthday feasts 
of the deities, the quinquennalis provided perfumed oil for the rubdown 
(lines 2.30-31). Clearly the banquet was intended to be a proper one, with 
all the elements a luxury banquet should have. 

The quinquennalis also performed a special religious ceremony at desig- 
nated banquets. Dressed in a special white garment, he would perform a rit- 
ual ceremony with incense and wine: “. . . On the festive days of his term of 
office each quinquennalis is to conduct worship with incense and wine and is 
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to perform his other functions clothed in white . . .” (lines 2.29-30). The 
nature of the ceremony is not entirely clear, but it evidently included a liba- 
tion in honor of the individual whose birthday was being commemorated. 
But it was no ordinary libation such as might be a part of any formal ban- 
quet—the specifications of incense and a white garment suggest it is a special 
ceremony of some significance to the club. 

Clearly, the banquets of the Society of Diana and Antinous were not sim- 
ply drunken parties. Rather, they are described as festive occasions, and rules 
are specified so that the banquet may be characterized by “peace and quiet” 
as well as by “good cheer": “. . . Ifany member desires to make any complaint 
or bring up any business, he is to bring it up at a business meeting, so that we 
may banquet in peace and good cheer on festive days” (lines 2.23-24). Here, 
as in the sacrificial banquet and the philosophical banquet, where euphrosyné 
was the determinative characteristic, “good cheer" had a positive sense.°' It 
was an idealized sense of festivity, one that required certain restrictions on the 
conduct of the participants. 

These restrictions are specifically defined in the rules of conduct listed 
next. These rules would appear to apply primarily to the banquet meeting. 
They could apply as well to business meetings, of course, but it is significant 
that they are listed immediately after the atmosphere of the banquet is prop- 
erly defined and just before its chief ritual is described. 

The rules of conduct are as follows: “It was voted further that any mem- 
ber who moves from one place to another so as to cause a disturbance shall 
be fined 4 sesterces. Any member, moreover, who speaks abusively of another 
or causes an uproar shall be fined 12 sesterces. Any member who uses any 
abusive or insolent language to a quinquennalis at a banquet shall be fined 20 
sesterces” (lines 2.25-28). The last rule explicitly refers to the banquet set- 
ting. The quinquennalis received an honorary portion at the banquet and 
presided at its central religious ritual. His function was therefore parallel to 
that of a host or symposiarch at a formal banquet. As such, he would sit in 
the position of honor and would preside over the order of the banquet. Thus 
it is quite likely that insolence toward the quinquennalis was such a serious 
offense (it incurs the largest fine) because it was essential for an orderly ban- 
quet that his directions be respected. 

The rule against taking another's place so as to cause a disturbance sug- 
gests that a value was placed on one's assigned position at the meeting. This, 
of course, makes sense in the context of a banquet meeting, where each posi- 
tion at table had a value assigned to it. To take another's position would 
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therefore be a personal insult and a seditious act toward the community. So 
also abusive and argumentative behavior was all too common at drinking 
parties. This was contrary to the atmosphere of “peace and good cheer” (line 
2.24) that was to characterize the festive banquets of this society. The refer- 
ence to causing “an uproar” is rather general; it refers to any disturbance of 
the community at large. The phrase “any member who speaks abusively of 
another,” however, is more specific in that interpersonal relations between 
individual members are referred to and made a problem for the entire com- 
munity. One wonders if such disputes between members would produce the 
complaints that were to await the business meeting. If so, then perhaps the 
rule at line 23 is a parallel to the forensic function that the business meetings 
served in other associations, such as in the Society of the /obakchoi, to be dis- 
cussed below, and perhaps in the Guild of Zeus Hypsistos. This interpreta- 
tion is certainly consistent with the general tenor of all the rules of conduct, 
which have as their purpose the well-being of the community as a whole. 

This well-being is thus identified with a properly conducted formal ban- 
quet, that is, a banquet characterized by “peace and good cheer.” These 
terms, of course, function to define the social relationships of the members as 
experienced at the banquet. They have this function not just in a descriptive 
sense but in a prescriptive sense as well. By means of the ideal type of banquet 
that is thus characterized, an idealization that was clearly understood as the 
“proper” form of ritual meal, the banquet functioned to define community 
relationships. 


Where Roman Collegia Met 
The meeting place of the Society of Diana and Antinous was in the temple 
of Antinous (1.1). There are other examples of co/legia meeting in temples, 
and in some cases it is mentioned that they banqueted there as well. For 
example, a "Society of Rag Dealers" (collegium centonariorum) "sacrificed and 
banqueted in the temple as was their custom."? The “Worshippers of Her- 
cules" (cultores Herculis) met at the temple of Hercules for an annual sacrifice 
and banquet. The "Table-companions of Concord" (convictores concordiae) 
are assumed to have taken their banquets in the temple of Concord. 
Usually, however, the meeting house was called by the general name "club- 
house" (schola), and it was there that facilities for dining were located. For 
example, it is in the “schola under the portico consecrated to Silvanus and the 
College of his Sodality” (lines 7-8) that this club sacrificed and banqueted 
(lines 11-12). Other scholae are said to contain such facilities as “prepara- 
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tion rooms” (apparatoria), probably for preparing meals, a “kitchen” (culina), 
"tables" (mensae), a “cistern” (cisterna), and “banquet rooms" (triclinia). 

Indeed, functions ascribed to scholae and to templa are so similar that they 
can be deemed synonymous terms in many contexts where they refer to 
meeting houses of collegia. 5 That is, the structures referred to by these terms 
may be different, but they all provide the same facilities. A chapel may be 
part of a schola just as a triclinium may be part of a templum. Thus the Soci- 
ety of Diana and Antinous probably ate their banquet in the temple of Anti- 
nous in rooms provided especially for this purpose. 

Examples of meeting houses of various trade guilds have been found in the 
excavations at Ostia. Here there are several types of structures that can tenta- 
tively be associated with trade guilds. One such structure is merely a large 
undivided hall. Another type is what is called a courtyard temple, of which 
four examples have been suggested as the temples of trade guilds. These have 
a typical form in which a courtyard is located in front of a temple. Thus the 
courtyard could have functioned for the social activities of the guild. In other 
cases, temples with adjoining halls may have belonged to guilds. In none of 
these examples, however, is it clear what sort of social activities may have 
taken place within them.” 

The best example of an all-purpose meeting hall at Ostia, and the best 
attested as a guild hall, is that of the College of the Carpenters (Builders in 
Wood). The ground plan is similar to that of a large private house, in that the 
major rooms are located around a central courtyard. But it is actually not a 
domus but the bottom floor of an insula or apartment house such as is com- 
mon in Ostia. Thus it is estimated that there were originally five to six floors 
with a capacity to house from 120 to 196 people.5* 

The structure was originally constructed in 119-120 c.r. By 198 it was 
in use as the Carpenters’ Guild meeting hall, as evidenced by an inscription 
listing the membership role of the college found in the ruins on the base of a 
statue of Septimius Severus.” Prior to its use by the college, it seems to have 
functioned as a normal apartment structure, or perhaps as an inn.”' But the 
interior room arrangements in their latest phase would reflect the adaptation 
of the structure to the needs of the college. 

Four of the rooms around the courtyard are designed as triclinia, with per- 
manent concrete podia built along their walls to serve as dining couches.” 
These podia are of a different style than the stone couch structures found in 
classical Greek dining-room structures. Their greater height (0.70 meter) and 
depth (ca. 0.50 meter) give them a significantly different aspect, and their 
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form is such that there is no attempt to give them the appearance of a con- 
ventional “couch,” although the pillows and other coverings would appar- 
ently have served to do this. Indeed, their height is such that it was necessary 
to build steps into them on both sides next to the doors in order to make it 
easier to mount them. 

Because of the form of these couches, the arrangement of diners would 
correspond to that found in the common Roman triclinium or Pi-shaped 
dining hall.” The usual number of diners would be three to a couch or nine 
to a triclinium, if more than three diners shared a couch, as was commonly 
done. The clubhouse of the College of the Carpenters therefore contains 
space for thirty-six to dine in comfort at one time, although more than that 
could be accommodated. It should be noted that the membership list for the 
club included at least 350 names.” 

The meeting house of the College of the Carpenters was located adjacent 
to the forum in Ostia. Such a location was evidently preferred by trade guilds 
in general in the Roman world; thus there are many examples of such guilds 
located near fora in such cities as Beneventum, Falerium, Praeneste, Pompeii, 
and Rome.” The evidence suggests that these types of clubs had some con- 
nection with the political leaders of the city. 

Other types of clubs were often located in areas appropriate to their cen- 
tral purpose." Thus many religious guilds were located in temples, as was the 
college of Diana and Antinous mentioned above. Burial clubs were often 
located outside the city near the burial grounds. Thus the “College of Aescu- 
lapius and Hygieia” met and banqueted at its clubhouse located between the 
first and second milestones of the Appian Way: “Salvia Gaia daughter of 
Marcellina . . . gave as a gift to the College of Aesculapius and Hygiaea a 
place for a chapel with a vine trellis and a marble statue of Aesculapius and a 
roofed terrace adjoining it in which the members of the college whose names 
are recorded above may dine. It is located on the Appian Way between the 
first and second milestones.”’® The entire complex of chapel and covered ter- 
race is called a schola later in the same inscription (lines 11 and 13). Thus this 
schola has two chambers, one a religious shrine and the other a dining area, 
both of which are located in a cemetery area. This arrangement illustrates the 
combination of religious, funerary, and social functions in a schola. 

Obviously, the locations of scholae were not standardized and would 
depend on several external factors: availability of land or space, preferences 
of the patron, financial capabilities of the club, and so on. Indeed, the meet- 
ing place was often given to the club by the patron, as was the case with the 
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College of Aesculapius and Hygiaea in the inscription quoted above, and 
many clubs met in the homes of their patrons. On the other hand, quite 
often meeting locations would correspond to the predominant aim or iden- 
tity of the club—thus a funerary club met at a cemetery site, a religious club 
at a temple, a professional club at the forum. 


GRECO-ROMAN CLUBS 


Names and Types 

In the Eastern Mediterranean world of the Roman period, there was an 
increase in the proliferation of clubs. It was a time when the city-state had 
declined and the individual was seeking new social structures on which to 
build a sense of belonging and stability. To fill this need, new forms of clubs 
took shape, influenced not only by Greek tradition but also by Roman forms 
of clubs. In addition, the banquet took on an increased role in the life of the 
clubs. 

For examples of the varieties of clubs during this period, we can look to 
Delos, an important Hellenistic city from which we have extensive remains.” 
Like Ostia, Delos was a major port city and trading center that had attracted 
a wide variety of merchants and tradesmen from all over the Mediterranean 
world. Many of these merchants banded together into ethnic communities 
organized as trade and religious associations. 

The Delos association known as the Poseidoniasts of Beirut provides an 
example of the complex nature of a typical Greco-Roman club. This was a 
guild of Syrian merchants who organized themselves under the patronage of 
Poseidon. They named themselves “the association of the Poseidoniasts of 
Beirut: merchants, ship owners, and agents.” They built a sumptuous club- 
house in which were found four cellas, one of which was dedicated to the 
goddess Roma. It is thought that they may have formed a major part of the 
constituency of the elaborate sanctuary of the Syrian gods on the island. 
Indeed, they may have used one of the several dining rooms provided in this 
sanctuary, although there is no specific evidence to this effect.*! 

In Syria, the dining facilities of various religious associations have been 
found. A number of these associations are connected with the Romanized 
form of the worship of the Syrian gods just as we find at Delos. Inscriptional 
evidence also attests to various thiasoi in the regions adjacent to Syria.°? In 
Palestine, for example, the Qumran sect had organizational aspects similar to 
those of Greco-Roman clubs. The same can be said of the organization of 
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early Christianity as it spread over the eastern Mediterranean.” Indeed, early 
Christian groups tended to be categorized as religious associations by local 
authorities.’ 

In Egypt there were various forms of religious and secular associations, 
some conforming to classical Greek models and some reflecting indigenous 
religious elements. Philo refers to “religious clubs” (thiasoi), “synods” (syn- 
odoi), and “dining clubs” (klinai), all of which he characterizes as groups that, 
in his opinion, exist primarily for the purpose of holding drinking parties." 
Strabo spoke of a "synod" (synodos), of “men of learning" (philologoi andres) 
in Alexandria who took their meals at a “common mess hall” (syssition) at the 
Museum." There was, in fact, a wide variety of Egyptian clubs sharing sev- 
eral indigenous characteristics.** 


The Guild of Zeus Hypsistos 

The Guild of Zeus Hypsistos was an Egyptian association that shared char- 
acteristics of both Greek and Egyptian religious associations." Its statutes are 
preserved in a papyrus copy that dates from the latter Ptolemaic period, or 
circa 69 to 58 B.c.E. It was probably located in Philadelphia.” The statutes 
are translated as follows:”' 





Horion son of Haryotes, . 

thirty-two, total 32, / 
May it be well. / The law which those of the association of Zeus the 
highest made in common, that it should be authoritative. / (5) Acting in 
accordance with its provisions, they first chose as their / president Pete- 
souchos the son of Teephbennis, a man of parts, worthy of the place and 
of the company, / for a year from the month and day aforesaid, / that he 
should make for all the contributors one banquet a month in the sanc- 
tuary of Zeus, / at which they should in a common room pouring liba- 
tions, pray, and perform the other customary rites / (10) on behalf of the 
god and lord, the king, All are to obey the president / and his servant in 
matters pertaining to the corporation, and they shall be present at / all 
command occasions to be prescribed for them and at meetings and 
assemblies and outings. / It shall not be permissible for any one of them 
to... or to make factions / or to leave the brotherhood of the president 
for another, / (15) or for men to enter into one another's pedigrees at the 
banquet or / to abuse one another at the banquet or to chatter or / to 
indict or accuse another or to resign / for the course of the year or again 
to bring the drinkings to nought or / . . . to hinder the / (20) [leader?] . . 
contributions and other {___?] / levies and shall each pay . . . / If any 
of them becomes a father, (he shall contribute? . . .). 
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The community describes itself in general terms as “the association (synod) 
of Zeus Hypsistos" (line 4). The deity after which the association is named, 
Zeus Hypsistos, is an aspect of Zeus that is not unknown on Greek soil, but 
since Hypsistos is a rather vague epithet it is not clear what the origin of the 
Egyptian cult might be.” The term synod (synodos) is especially common in 
Egypt as a generic term for religious and other types of associations. Like 
many other terms used to describe associations, it has a variety of connota- 
tions. For example, it is sometimes associated with the banquet meeting itself, 
as seen in Philo, who refers to dining clubs in Alexandria that “the local peo- 
ple call ‘synods’ [synodoi] and ‘banquets’ [‘couches’] [klinai].””? Other associa- 
tions that go by the name “synod” share with this one several distinct 
characteristics not common to Greek associations. For example, they tend to 
meet in a public temple rather than a private shrine or private structure of 
some kind, just as this guild meets in “the sanctuary of Zeus” (lines 8-9).* 

In addition, several Egyptian guilds like this one incorporate themselves 
for only a year at a time (see line 7), whereas Greek associations tended to 
incorporate themselves on a permanent basis. Finally, this guild has only two 
officials, and the second of these, the “attendant,” is to be obeyed just like the 
“president” (lines 6 and 11). Most Greek associations, however, had a multi- 
plicity of officials, and when they had an “attendant,” he had a strictly sub- 
ordinate role. A. D. Nock attributes these characteristics to indigenous 
Egyptian influences on what is otherwise a Greek form of club.” 

It is the communal banquet that this club especially shares in common 
with other Greek and Roman clubs. It is called a “drinking party” (posis, line 
8) and a “symposium” (lines 15, 16, 18). Both of these terms emphasize the 
second course or the drinking party proper, but they often function as gen- 
eral terms for a banquet as well.’ 

Other terms used here for the meetings of this club are meetings (synlogoi), 
assemblies (synagögai), and outings (apodemiai, line 12). Meetings and assem- 
blies appear to refer to the same thing without specific reference to different 
purposes of the meetings." It should be noted, however, that both terms 
occur in reference to banquet meetings. For example, Philodemus (first cen- 
tury B.C.E.) refers to “symposia and other meetings” (symposia kai alloi syllo- 
goi)’® Athenaeus relates how his predecessors "used the verb ‘assemble’ 
[symagein] of drinking one with another and ‘assembly’ [synagögion] of the 
symposium." The evidence does not suggest, however, that the word 
“assembly” was used exclusively for banquet rather than business meetings.!® 

“Outings,” on the other hand, has the sense of “traveling abroad.” For the 
club it would mean meeting elsewhere than in the usual meeting place. In the 
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papyri, there are other examples of clubs meeting outside their primary place 
of origin for religious or honorific rites that called for such a pilgrimage. 
Among these examples, incidentally, are cases in which the term also refers to 
an outdoor meal or “picnic.”!°! 

There is also a reference to “command occasions” (line 12) for meetings. 
These would be the meetings called by the president on other than regular 
meeting days, but again their purpose is not defined. Thus there is no clear 
indication in these references that they ever gathered for any other purpose 
than banqueting together. Indeed, the only descriptions of events at the 
meetings refer to the banquet, including the rules of conduct that are pre- 
served. Therefore Nock compares this club not to the normal Greek religious 
association but to the type of club known as a “dining club” (eranos).'” 
Nock's distinctions may not be appropriate to the data, however, since this 
group had a decidedly religious aspect to their banquets. 

The meal is accompanied by religious rites that are described in this way: 
“a banquet (posis) . . . at which they should . . . pouring libations [spendein], 
pray [euchesthai], and perform the other customary rites [talla ta nomizom- 
ena) on behalf of the god and lord, the king” (lines 8-10). The phrase has an 
interesting parallel in Platos Symposion: “They made libations [spondas 
poiésasthai], hymned the god [asantas ton theon], and performed the other 
customary rites [talla ta nomizomena], then turned to the drinking [trepesthai 
pros ton poton)." ^ 

Thus we are concerned here with terminology that referred not only to 
sacrificial rites but also to the normal religious aspect of a formal symposium. 
The form is the same; what has changed is the content of the rites. Here they 
specifically refer to the civic cult, the worship of the Prolemies. In addition, 
the libation was possibly directed to the patron deity, Zeus Hypsistos, 
although this is not specifically stated.'% The rites, therefore, are given a con- 
tent that especially conforms to the political realities and religious piety of 
this Egyptian association. The symposium thereby is made to serve a com- 
munal function that has a particular reference to the self-identity of this 
group. 

The monthly banquet is to be provided by the president as his major 
duty (lines 6-8). But since the participants are called “fellow-contributors” 
(syneisphoroi, line 8), it would appear that the president does not really 
finance the meal but only organizes it, unlike the magister of the Society of 
Diana and Antinous but like the "host" (hestiator) of the orgeones. Also like 
the orgeones’ host, the president of this club fulfills the function of a sym- 
posiarch by presiding at the meal and seeing that the rules are obeyed. This is 
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inferred from the statement: “All are to obey the president and his servant in 
matters pertaining to the corporation” (lines 10-11). Note that the only rules 
listed here that presumably constitute that which is to be obeyed are rules 
concerned with the banquet, so that the setting for obedience is the banquet. 

The first set of rules concern loyalty to the club. Members are to con- 
tribute to the common fund (lines 7-8), be present at all specified meetings 
(line 12), and obey the president and his servant in all matters pertaining to 
the club (lines 10-11). 

The designation of the members as fellow-contributors also calls attention 
to the social bonds created by the shared financial responsibilities that are 
required of each member. Their organization is described further as the 
“brotherhood of the president” (line 14), which is rather unique as a term of 
identity for a club.' It occurs in the context of a strong appeal for loyalty to 
this particular body: “It shall not be permissible . . . to leave the brotherhood 
of the president for another” (lines 13-14). Somehow the president is seen as 
the focus for the sense of unity of the group. This image would be enhanced 
by his serving as host for the communal meal. 

Indeed, the meal becomes synonymous with community identity to such 
an extent that to hinder its communal purpose in any way is to violate the 
community itself. Thus members are required to be present (lines 11-12), 
are specifically prohibited from joining another such group (line 14), are 
required to participate for the full year that the statutes cover (lines 17-18), 
and, above all, are not to cause “schisms” (schismata, line 13) within the 
group." Indeed, they are not to do anything that would work against the 
convivial spirit of the occasion: “They are not to bring about the dissolution 
of the convivial occasion" (line 18). What is at stake here is the commonplace 
assurance that everyone at a properly run banquet will have a good time, but 
here that idea has been elevated to serve as the very glue that holds this com- 
munity together. 

Thus when specific aspects of behavior are mentioned, they all refer to 
typical kinds of disruptive conduct to be found at drinking parties. Though 
symposia were traditionally occasions for dialogue and discussion, members 
were to keep their discussions civil and were not to argue: “[Members are] 
not to abuse [or ‘speak abusively,’ kakologein] one another at the banquet” 
(lines 15-16). Furthermore, they were not to engage in class disputes or 
arguments over relative status: "[Members are] not to enter into one 
another's pedigrees at the banquet” (line 15). Such arguments were all too 
common in a setting where one's status was indicated by the place one occu- 
pied at table. Thus one may compare the rule to take the place of another in 
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the Society of Diana and Antinous (line 2.25) and in the Society of the 
lobakchoi (line 74) or the topos in oral tradition and literature whereby a dis- 
tinguished guest will be insulted and leave if he finds that a place worthy of 
his position has not been reserved for him.!* 

The restriction against “speaking out" or “chattering” (/alein, line 16) is 
unclear. Conversation was an expected part of a symposium. This could 
therefore be a reference to undisciplined speaking, as in the case when one 
spoke out of turn or without permission from the symposiarch. Such an 
instance is referred to in the rules of conduct of the Society of the Jobakchoi 
(lines 107-110) and in the rules of conduct at Christian worship services in 
Corinth (1 Cor 14:26-33a). A similar idea may be contained in the reference 
to “quiet” (line 2.23) that should govern the meetings of the Society of Diana 
and Antinous and “good order” (line 65) that should govern the meetings of 
the Society of Jobakchoi. However, one should not rule out the possibility 
that such references refer not only to disorderly speaking but also to a sense 
of ritual solemnity appropriate to the religious nature of such meetings. 
Here, however, the emphasis must be on orderly speaking at the meal, since 
other rules presume that the meal was not conducted in silence. 

The other rules, “not to indict or accuse another” (line 17), refer to the 
method by which disputes among the members were to be settled. These are 
forensic terms and refer to formal accusations made before a court. The 
members of this guild are thus prohibited from taking disputes within their 
community to the public courts. The implication is that such disputes are to 
be settled within the community. This is the same type of rule found among 
the Jobakchoi (lines 84-94) and the Corinthian Christians (1 Cor 6:1-8). 


Where Greco-Roman Clubs Met 

The meal of the Guild of Zeus Hypsistos is held in a “common room” 
(andrön koinos, line 9) at the sanctuary. The term for common, however, can 
also mean “belonging to the club.” The term for room (andrön) is often 
used to signify a dining room and so surely means that here.!!? Thus the 
phrase “common room” could also be translated “club dining room.” This 
would signify that while the club met at a public temple, it used its own din- 
ing room, which it either owned or rented. 

Greek temples often had adjacent structures set aside for the social activi- 
ties of the cult. Such structures were even more common in Egyptian and 
Syrian sanctuaries. These accessory structures were often called simply 
“houses” (oikoi), but specific descriptive terms could also be used, such as 
“dining hall” (histiatorion), "dinner hall” (deipneterion), and so on.!!! 
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This leads to the suggestion that the term room (andrön) in the Zeus Hyp- 
sistos statutes might refer to a building within the zemenos rather than a sin- 
gle room. Indeed, there is even an indication that the building may have 
contained two dining rooms rather than one, since the president and his 
assistant both appear to function as symposiarchs. This would be sufficient to 
accommodate the entire club, whose membership is estimated by Skeat and 
Roberts to be about forty.'!? 

There are other instances in which clubs name themselves after their 
meeting house. In one such case from this same period, the meeting house 
that the club adopts as its name is identified as a dining hall. This is suggested 
in a study by Louis Robert of two inscriptions from Athens that are dated 
112-110 2.c.e.''? These inscriptions are both from the same association, 
which identifies itself as “The House” (oikos) in the first and “The House 
[oikos] of the Great Gods [the Samothracian Gods)” in the second. A refer- 
ence in the second inscription notes the central club activities: “He sacrificed 
the sacrifices on behalf of the banqueters” (lines 9-10). 

Robert cites several examples where the name “house” is used not only for 
the clubhouse but also as the name of the club itself.!'* One such example, in 
fragmentary form, refers to an association of Piraeus identified as “the fellow 
diners in the house of [name obscured].” In other examples in which the 
term is mentioned, it is often associated with a meal. Robert concludes that 
in the case of the Athenian association, the name “the House of the Great 
Gods” clearly identifies it as a religious association. But “the essential aspect, 
giving its name to the association, was the banquet hall.”'' 


THE SOCIETY OF IOBAKCHOI 


This Athenian society of the second century c.e. provides such extensive and 
significant information about Greco-Roman clubs that it merits a section to 
itself. The inscription recording the “minutes” of this club provides us with 
an inside look at the religious activities and rules and regulations of this orga- 
nization. What we find here can be considered to be representative of reli- 
gious societies of this period and type. 

This association of worshippers of Dionysus or Bakchos called themselves 
lobakchoi, possibly deriving their name from the Athenian festival of Diony- 
sus, the Jobakcheia.''® The 163-line inscription recording the renewal of the 
statutes of the club provides us with exceptional information about them. 

The inscription itself (see pages 129-31) dates from sometime in the late 
second or early third century c.£.''7 However, since the statutes were already 
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in existence when the events described in the inscription took place, having 
been drawn up by the previous priests Chrysippos and Dionysios (see lines 
10-11),!" the club is thought to date from at least the mid-second century 
c.r. Indeed, the priest who is recorded as relinquishing his post to “the most 
excellent Claudius Herodes” (line 9) had already served as vice-priest and 
priest for a total of forty years, twenty-three of those as priest (lines 5-7). The 
inscription records this transfer of office (lines 1-9), the vote to renew the 
statutes (lines 10-31), and the statutes themselves (lines 32-163). 


The Called Meetings of the Jobakchoi 

Occasions for Meetings. In order to determine the occasions for meetings and 
the types of meetings, one must engage in some minor textual criticism, for 
references to the meetings of the Jobakchoi do not always correspond. The 
first reference, at lines 42-44, lists the following meetings: "The lobakchoi 
shall meet on the ninth of each month and at the yearly festivals, at the 
Bakcheia, and on any extraordinary feast of the god.” Here we have two types 
of meetings referred to: regular monthly meetings and meetings held in con- 
junction with festivals of Dionysus. Of the latter there are apparently three 
categories: regular yearly festivals, special festivals, and the Bakcheia, a refer- 
ence to an otherwise unknown festival. Either this was a special festival held 
in honor of Dionysus,'"” or the term may be used here in a collective sense to 
refer to the special festivals of this association.'?° In the latter case, there 
would presumably be more than one such meeting per year. 

Two additional meetings are referred to later, however. The members were 
to meet on “the tenth day of the month Elaphebolion” (lines 120-21), which 
was the date for the state festival of Dionysus at Athens, also known as the 
“Great Dionysia.”'?! And there were meetings especially called to celebrate 
honors to individual members: “those days when legacies or honors or 
appointments are celebrated” (lines 153-55; also see lines 127-36). 

Other references either referred to different meeting dates from those 
listed at 42-44 or were the same meetings but called by different names. For 
example, at lines 151-55, in addition to the monthly and yearly festival 
meetings, reference is made to the special kind of Dionysiac meeting called 
the stibas and to “the customary days of the god.” Both of these references, of 
course, could refer to meeting days already mentioned. Nevertheless, such a 
variety of references to meeting dates is problematic. 

One proposed explanation is that more than one set of statutes have been 
combined here.'?? This would mean that some parts of the statutes date from 
an earlier period in the club’s history and derive from a different authorship. 
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This is, of course, the form taken by the orgeones inscription. In that case, 
however, it is clearly stated that the “ancient decrees” are being restated. Here 
it is not so apparent that earlier material is being included, but there are sev- 
eral problems with the text that are cleared up if that is the case. 

For example, many of the technical terms pertaining to the club and its 
activities are not always used consistently, a point that will be discussed in 
more detail later. Consistent with this is the fact that the present form of the 
statutes is somewhat confused. Subjects are taken up in what appears to be a 
random manner, with some rules repeated but in a different form. For exam- 
ple, entrance requirements are discussed at lines 32-41 and again at 53-62; 
in each case different details are discussed. Similarly, the references to penal- 
ties at 48-53 and 67-72 are basically the same in content, yet stated differ- 
ently. Thus the theory that this document represents a conflation of data 
from different periods in the history of the club has much to commend it and 
provides a logical explanation for the textual phenomena observed. 

Business Meetings. When all of this is taken into account, we can recon- 
struct the following picture of the meetings of the Jobakchoi. There appear to 
be two basic types of meetings. The first of these is the “assembly” or agora. 
This can be termed a business meeting, since it is the occasion for voting on 
business pertaining to the club. For example, the meeting on which the 
statutes were voted, on the eighth day of Elaphebolion, is termed an agora 
(line 3). This is also the name given to a meeting called especially for the pur- 
pose of judging a disciplinary matter at which the members would vote on 
the issue (lines 86-87) and that they were required to attend (lines 96-99). 
To this one may compare the business meeting or conventus of the Society of 
Diana and Antinous (lines 23-24). 

Banquet Meetings: The Stibas. The second type of meeting is the banquet 
meeting. This seems to be the form of all nonbusiness gatherings of the club. 
Certainly the festival meetings would all include banquets, as would any spe- 
cial “feast of the god” (line 44). However, all meetings of this type appear to 
be included under the technical term stibas. 

Stibas is actually not used consistently in this document. For example, in 
lines 112 and 152 it is used with the term yearly festival, as if it, too, is a sepa- 
rate festival meeting. Indeed, L. Deubner interprets it as such. He sees the 
stibas as the most important festival of the club, next to the yearly festival, 
because of the rituals connected with it in this inscription.'?? Elsewhere in the 
inscription, however, the term seems to be used in a different sense. For exam- 
ple, at lines 46-49 failure to pay the monthly contribution for wine incurs the 
penalty of exclusion from the stibas. To be penalized only at a yearly festival 
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meeting would scarcely be sufficient to encourage monthly payment of dues. 
In this case, then, the term seems to refer to banquet meetings in general. 
Again, one can explain these discrepancies by proposing that this is a conflated 
document. Thus at one point the term may have referred to a yearly festival 
meeting, perhaps at a time when the club met for such activities less fre- 
quently. Later, however, it apparently came to refer to all banquet meetings. 

The term stibas in its basic sense refers to a couch or bed of straw placed 
on the ground. It was used by soldiers in the field for sleeping as well as for 
reclining at meals.'?4 It was a form of dining couch associated with rustic, 
even primitive, settings and was not always associated with straw, such as in 
the phrase “stibas of wood.”'?? The term stibas was particularly associated 
with Dionysiac piety and seemed to have had a special meaning in that set- 
ting, as did the related term stibadeion or stibadium in Latin. This latter term 
came to refer to a particular kind of Roman dining-couch arrangement, also 
called a sigma, which was semicircular in shape rather than the normal rec- 
tangular shape.'?6 Thus it is thought that the term stibas had also come to be 
used as a technical term in Dionysiac associations, such as this one, for a din- 
ing couch or perhaps a straw mat that was decorated in a special way." For 
example, Herodes Atticus is said to have reclined on an “ivy-covered stibas” 
at a Dionysiac banquet." 

When the Jobakchoi used this term, it may have signified, among other 
things, that they dined on decorated couches, or, if the term is to be taken in 
a more specialized sense, that they utilized the more rustic dining arrange- 
ment in which straw mats were spread on the floor. Therefore, the term stibas 
and the special nature of the decorations it implies may have functioned to 
call to mind an earlier time of Dionysiac revels in a rustic setting, perhaps 
connected with the Dionysiac grotto.!?? 

The primary significance of the term for the Jobakchoi, however, is the 
symbolic value given to it as a technical term. Not only was it used to refer to 
a dining couch, but also it had come to stand for the banquet meetings in 
general. Note, for example, that the term feast (hestiasis) is used with a mean- 
ing parallel to that of the term stibas in lines 48-49 and 104-5. Also, at lines 
111-15, the term stibas is used in a context in which it is seen to refer to the 
meeting in general. Here the “customary rituals” and the “libation” are des- 
ignated to take place “at the stibas.”?™ In such a usage, stibas may have indi- 
cated that a special setting was used for the meal. But it especially carried the 
sense of a meeting with a special atmosphere, most notably a solemn one. For 
at the stibas loud and unruly behavior was proscribed, and “good order and 
quietness” (lines 63-65) were upheld. 
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The stibas called for such an atmosphere because of the various rituals that 
took place at it, notably the dramatic ritual (lines 65-66) and the “custom- 
ary rituals” (lines 111-15). The interpretation of these rituals will be dis- 
cussed in more detail below. What is important to notice at this point, 
however, is that in effect what is known about the religious life of the Jobak- 
choi took place at the stibas. Only the yearly sacrifice is not specifically con- 
nected with the stibas (lines 117-21), but it can be related to it by 
implication, since sacrificial portions were distributed according to roles 
taken in the dramatic ritual, a ritual that of course took place at the stibas. 

The stibas served not only as the primary setting for the religious activities 
of the Jobakchoi but also as the focus for community solidarity. It was from 
the stibas that one was excluded as a punishment for failure to pay the dues 
or fees and to which one was admitted when proper payment was made or 
when the priests had judged one otherwise worthy of admittance (lines 
46-53, 67-72). Thus admittance to or exclusion from the stibas represented, 
in effect, admittance to or exclusion from the community itself. The term 
stibas came to symbolize the community activity par excellence and thereby 
the community itself. 


What Took Place at Jobakchoi Meetings 

A Drinking Party. The primary and indispensable ingredient for the meet- 
ings of the Iobakchoi was wine. Each member was required to pay a fixed 
amount each month for the wine (lines 46-47). In addition, various occa- 
sions required the payment of a libation. It was part of the entrance fee (line 
38). It was a required gift to the community by a member who had received 
any civic honor (lines 127-36, 153-55). It was provided by the club as a spe- 
cial honor on behalf of the treasurer, thus known as “the treasurer's libation” 
(lines 157-58). Clearly the term refers to a ceremony in which the commu- 
nity would share in the wine being offered. Thus an individual who provided 
a libation evidently was to provide enough wine for a drinking ceremony, or 
perhaps for an entire drinking party.'?' The term does not appear to refer to 
a fixed amount, but rather to the ceremony per se. The amount might 
depend on the means and generosity of the donor. But whenever the club 
honored a deceased member, a single jar of wine was specified as the amount 
to be shared by those who attended the funeral.!5? 

A Sacrificial Meal. On festival occasions one would expect that the club 
would have sacrificial meat for their meal. But only one sacrifice is specifically 
mentioned in the inscription. This is on the occasion of the state festival of 
Dionysus on the tenth day of the month Elaphebolion.'*> The sacrifice was 
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performed by the archibakchos (lines 117-21), an official otherwise unknown 
except in this inscription.” His duties here correspond to what we might 
normally ascribe to a priest. 

Distributions of Meat. The portions of meat were to be distributed in the 
following manner: “And when portions are distributed, let them be taken by 
the priest, vice-priest, archibakchos, treasurer, cowherd, Dionysus, Kore, 
Palaimon, Aphrodite, and Proteurythmos; and let these names be appor- 
tioned by lot among all the members.”'?? The first five names appear to refer 
to officers of the club.9$ The latter five are names of deities that must repre- 
sent roles taken by various members at the ritual drama (see lines 45, 
65~66).!37 Nothing is said about the rest of the membership receiving any- 
thing, but one might suppose that they would divide whatever was left after 
the honored members received their portions. Similar designations of special 
portions to be distributed to honored members are frequent in statutes of 
clubs; see, for example, the orgeones inscription discussed above. 

Customary Rituals. At the banquet meetings, a major role was played by 
the religious rituals. Among these were the “customary rituals” (lines 
111-12) performed by the priest. Most probably what is signified here is 
their own version of the libation customary at any formal meal. This text can 
be compared to similar terminology from Platos Symposium and from the 
by-laws of the Guild of Zeus Hypsistos, which refer to the “customary rites,” 
especially the libation, with which the drinking party traditionally began. 

The Yearly Festival. A special stibas was held for “the yearly festival,” which 
included the offering of a special libation for “the Festival of Arrival” (line 
113) and a “theological discourse" or "sermon" (line 115). Also there may 
have been a “speech” (line 107) given by one or another of the members at 
the direction of the priest (lines 107-10). The festival referred to here was 
evidently the Anthesteria festival held yearly in connection with the arrival of 
the new wine in the month Anthesterion. During this celebration of the sea- 
son's new wine, the jars were opened and a libation poured out to Dionysus 
before any was drunk. 

The Festival of Arrival. The ceremony associated with the Anthesteria is 
attested elsewhere, notably in various cities of Asia Minor (Smyrna, Ephesus, 
Miletus, and Priene).'* It evidently included a processional celebrating the 
“arrival” or “bringing home” of Dionysus, in which Dionysus was carried on 
a ship that rode on a cart, a motif pictured on several vase paintings.!?? There 
is some question as to the form taken by the “arrival” festival in the Roman 
period, since Plutarch says that it was no longer practiced in its traditional 
form in his day.'4° 
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The “sermon,” however, is a traditional part of the Anthesteria festival that 
is attested in the Roman period. Philostratus mentions it in this reference: 
“And he is said to have rebuked the Athenians for their conduct of the festival 
of Dionysos, which they hold at the season of the month Anthesterion . . . 
when he heard them dancing lascivious jigs . . . in the midst of the solemn 
and sacred epic of Orpheus.”'*! The connection with Orpheus correlates 
with the sense of the term theologian in Asia Minor, where the “hymnists” 
(hymnödbi) of the imperial cult often also had the title of “theologians” (the- 
ologoi). Their function was to sing hymns in honor of the emperor.'*? Thus 
the “sermon” here has been conjectured to be some form of “prosaic hymn” 
in praise of Dionysus.'*? Consequently, during the annual Anthesteria festival 
in Athens, the /obakchoi celebrated with their own special version of the tra- 
ditional “arrival” festival in a ceremony that included a special libation, a tra- 
ditional “sermon,” and, of course, a drinking party. 

A Ritual Drama. An even more elaborate ritual is described as follows: 
“No one is allowed to sing, cheer, or applaud at the stibas, but with all good 
order and quietness they shall speak and act their allotted parts under the 
direction of the priest or the archibakchos” (lines 63-67). The phrase "speak 
and act their allotted parts” is interpreted as a reference to a ritual drama per- 
formed by the Jobakchoi. Some scholars interpret it as equivalent to “the 
things said and the things done” that are characteristic of mystery rites.' 
Certainly the reverential atmosphere in which the ceremony is to take place 
is consistent with such an interpretation. 

Participation in these rites was required of each member (lines 45-46), 
and, if they performed their roles well, they received special honor. Roles 
were assigned by lot from the membership (lines 125-27), and, whenever 
‘one’s turn came to play such a role, he received a special portion from the sac- 
rificial distribution as a symbol of the rank and status connected with these 
roles. The assigned roles that are known to us are those of five officers and five 
deities as named in the sacrificial distribution list quoted above. Probably 
only the names of the deities represented roles, with the actual officers taking 
their own parts in the ceremony.!55 However, the plot of the mythic drama 
in which these characters played their roles is unknown to us. 

Dramatic presentations were, of course, not uncommon as a part of sym- 
posia entertainment. A particularly apt parallel is the pantomime presented 
in Xenophon's Symposium. Here two dancers portray Dionysus and Ariadne 
as lovers.'4° Although the presentation is intended as entertainment, it func- 
tions well in the setting, in which “love” (eras) had been a topic of conversa- 
tion and in which Dionysus would always be considered present symbolically 
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as god of the vine. Xenophon's story ended with a practical if not moralistic 
application: "At last, the banqueters, seeing them in each other's embrace and 
obviously leaving for the bridal couch, those who were unwedded swore that 
they would take to themselves wives, and those who were already married 
mounted horse and rode off to their wives that they might enjoy them.” 

The Jobakchoi ritual could have functioned in a similar way, that is, as the 
entertainment segment of the symposium. Of course, the plot must have 
been different from the presentation in Xenophon. Indeed, the presence of 
officials of the club in the cast along with mythical figures suggests that the 
plot had special significance to the communal identity as well as the religious 
piety of the club. One might conjecture that it was concerned with a mytho- 
logical version of the founding of the club. It also had a more direct commu- 
nal function than normal symposium entertainment of this sort in that the 
members themselves played the roles in the drama. Finally, its religious 
nature is given emphasis by the injunctions that it be conducted with the 
proper spirit. 

Dances are known to have occurred regularly in Dionysiac ritual, and a 
frequent role to be played in them was that of the “cowherd,” who is listed 
among the Jobakchoi characters as well.'4” Pantomimic dance was especially 
widespread and popular. In his discourse on dance, De saltatione, Lucian 
notes that Dionysiac and Bacchic ritual is almost entirely dance. He cata- 
logues various subjects that were acted out in pantomimic dance and notes 
an especially well-known Bacchic dance: “And certainly the Bacchic dance 
that is especially cultivated in Ionia and in Pontus . . . has so enthralled the 
people of those countries that when the appointed time comes round they 
each and all forget everything else and sit . . . looking at titans, corylantes, 
satyrs, and rustics. Indeed, these parts in the dance are performed by the 
men of the best birth and first rank in every one of their cities.” Martin P. 
Nilsson concludes: “The office of the boukoloi in Pergamon, perhaps else- 
where too, was to dance at the biennial festivals of the god, just as the Mae- 
nads did.”!4# 

Accordingly, the ritual drama of the Jobakchoi may best be seen as a pan- 
tomimic dance along the lines of Dionysiac ritual known from elsewhere. 
Whether it also functioned as a mystery rite cannot be decisively determined. 
Certainly it appears to be intended to be a solemn religious event since the 
rules are especially strict about maintaining good order and quietness during 
the ceremony. Yet nothing in the text requires that it be interpreted as a mys- 
tery rite, so it is perhaps best to consider it as simply a form of traditional 





THE CLUB BANQUET 119 


Dionysiac ritual that has been especially adapted to fit the needs of this 
group. 

On the other hand, one should also avoid the overinterpretation of André 
Festugiére and Nilsson, both of whom appropriately deny that mystery ritu- 
als are involved here, yet also devalue the banquet itself. They note that the 
changes the Dionysiac associations underwent in the Hellenistic period 
included an increased emphasis on the banquet at the expense of traditional 
“religious” rites. Nilsson, in fact, emphasizes that Hellenistic mystery associ- 
ations in general used the cultic tradition merely as a pretext to meet for 
feasting and enjoyment.'^ On the other hand, he also acknowledges that the 
lobakchoi represent a special case, since they can be deemed to be “closely 
connected with the Dionysiac mysteries both by [their] hierarchy and by cer- 
tain ritual performances." '?? Nilsson, then, wants to see a contrast between 
feasting and religious ritual. Rather, as we have seen, feasting and enjoyment 
can be seen as inherent to religious ritual. 


Rules and Regulations 

Dues. Community identity of the Jobakchoi was especially defined by the 
payment of dues, fees, and penalties, for if one failed to pay these he was 
excluded from the community (lines 48-53, 60-61, 67-72, 99-107). 
Indeed, payment of dues was fulfilling an obligation not only to the society 
but to the gods as well (line 56). Being a member could be quite expensive. 
One had to pay “entrance fees” upon entering the organization (lines 37, 61, 
103), a “fixed monthly contribution for wine” (lines 46-47), monthly and 
yearly festival fees (lines 68-70), and fines if one misbehaved at the banquet 
(lines 79-83, 90-102, 109-10, 144-45). To become a member, one made 
application to the priest and was voted on by the assembly as to worthiness 
and suitability (line 36);!°! part of that judgment would surely be based on 
one's ability to pay the dues and fees (see also line 49). 

Rules of Conduct. To be a member of the Jobakchoi obligated one to obey 
the prescribed rules of conduct at meetings. They saw in the statutes the 
assurance of “stability” and “good order” (lines 15-16). Indeed, “good order” 
or eukosmia was the byword of social obligation to the community. The “dis- 
orderly” were termed akosmoi (lines 73, 137-38). The “orderly officer,” or 
sergeant at arms, was named the eukosmos (lines 94, 136). It was he who car- 
ried the thyrsos, the traditional staff of Dionysus.'** The disorderly person 
was designated as such by the placing of the staff next to him (lines 136-41). 
The use of the thyrsos as the agency of discipline had an especially significant 
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symbolic meaning. The thyrsos symbolized the god Dionysus and the festive 
spirit he brought to a banquet; the presence and will of Dionysus was 
invoked symbolically when the thyrsos was used. 

Those who failed to leave quietly when asked to do so by the orderly offi- 
cer were forcedly ejected by his assistants (lines 141-44). These assistants 
were termed horses (bippoi, line 144). Their colorful name suggests an associ- 
ation with the mythic horse-like sileni in the Dionysiac cycle.'‘? But accord- 
ing to their function, they may appropriately be termed "bouncers."!5* 

Examples of unruly behavior are summed up in the various rules of con- 
duct. Most of these rules clearly apply to conduct at a banquet. Indeed, the 
meeting from which the unruly and loud were to be ejected is said to be tak- 
ing place in a “banqueting-hall” (histiatoreion, lines 136-41). Especially con- 
demned is fighting or coming to blows, as well as any insulting or abusive 
language or activities toward another. Thus punishments are prescribed for 
the following abuses: “If anyone starts a fight or is found being disorderly or 
occupying the couch of another member or using insulting or abusive lan- 
guage to anyone . . .” (lines 72-75). Note that “occupying the [banquet] 
couch of another member” is considered abusive behavior. This is under- 
standable when one takes into account the importance of ranking at table at 
ancient banquets. An individual’s place indicated his relative rank in the 
community, and to violate it was a personal insult and a threat to the stabil- 
ity of the community. 

On the other hand, to proscribe fighting or coming to blows appears espe- 
cially surprising. It seems to suggest that such activity at banquets was not 
uncommon, a conclusion one can also draw from Lucian's satirical view of a 
banquet that ends in a brawl, which began with arguments over positions at 
the table and over different-sized portions of food.'** One could interpret 
this to mean that boorish behavior was the rule and that such rules only point 
out how uncontrolled the behavior was at such banquets. On the other hand, 
it can also be emphasized that the existence of such rules in the statutes of the 
lobakchoi showed that they valued orderliness and enforced it strictly. Fur- 
thermore, they did so by means of a rich ethical tradition that defined proper 
behavior at the banquet on the basis of the ideal of the banquet. 

Settling Disputes. The Jobakchoi not only instituted rules to govern behav- 
ior but also required that any community disputes be settled within the com- 
munity. Whenever a member had been wronged, a formal judicial process 
was provided for that individual to receive satisfaction (see lines 72-102). If 
the abuse was primarily verbal, as in the phrase “one who has been insulted 
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or abused” (lines 75—76), then the one who had been insulted was to provide 
two members as sworn witnesses in his behalf (lines 76-77). The guilty party 
was then to pay a fine. The same process was followed if a quarrel or fight 
ensued. In that case the party responsible for starting the fight was fined 
(lines 80-81). 

If one were accusing another of striking him, however, as in the phrase 
“the one who was struck” (line 85), the charge was considered more serious. 
In this case, a written complaint was filed with the priest or vice-priest, who 
then called a business meeting (agora) at which the entire membership would 
decide the question. In effect, the entire community would act as a jury. An 
individual judged guilty by this process faced a stiff penalty: not only was he 
fined, but he was also excluded from community gatherings for a period to 
be determined by the community (lines 88-90). 

Failure to attend a business meeting was considered a punishable offense, 
for which one would be fined (lines 96-99). Even more serious an offense, 
however, indeed as serious as fighting, was adjudged to the one who took his 
complaint to a public court rather than to the community: “And the same 
penalty [that is, the same as for the one judged guilty of striking another] 
shall be imposed also on the one who was struck if he does not seek redress 
with the priest or the archibakchos but makes a public accusation” (lines 
90-94). The implication is that if one who was wronged took his complaint 
to an outside court (“makes a public accusation”) he committed an offense to 
the community just as grave as if he had struck another member.!5* 

Rules and Ritual. Social obligation also applied to ritual functions. The rit- 
uals at the stibas were to be conducted with the proper reverence, that is, 
“with all good order and quietness” (eukosmia kai hésychia, lines 64-65). 
“Good order” therefore indicated social obligation not only in the sense of 
proper behavior toward others in the community but also, by implication, in 
the sense of proper behavior in the presence of the god. Thus each member 
was not only required to take part in the ceremonies (lines 45-46) but to do 
so in the proper spirit. Indeed, the penalties for unruly and loud behavior 
(lines 136-41) may apply to these restrictions governing the rituals, but this 
is not clear. In one case, however, delivering a speech without permission of 
the priest was punishable by a fine (lines 107-10). 

Dramatic presentations and serious discourse were not at all out of order 
in a meal setting, of course. But in the case of the Jobakchoi these activities 
had been given special meaning by the club. The entertainment had become 
a ritual drama. The conversation had become a discourse on a topic related 
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to the cult (theologia, line 115). Whenever anyone else spoke, it was at the 
direction of the priest, suggesting that the conversation was expected to be 
not only orderly but appropriate to the occasion and to the community. Per- 
haps, analogous to the theologia, it was expected that any discourse at the 
banquet relate to communal concerns of a religious or festive nature. 

Thus social obligation to the community for the sake of “good order” 
involved a profound concept of community solidarity. One had a responsi- 
bility for proper behavior toward one’s fellow members on an individual 
basis; thus there was a simplified code of social ethics (pertaining to insults, 
fighting, and so on) with a judicial system to back it up. One also had a 
responsibility to the community at large, so that a disturbance of a commu- 
nity function, such as loud or boisterous behavior, was proscribed and pun- 
ished. One was obligated to the community to pay one’s dues, not only 
money but also wine. One was required to participate in meetings as well, 
and to do so in the proper spirit. Community responsibility extended to the 
requirement to participate in judicial measures against a fellow member and 
to settle all disputes within the community. By means of the latter require- 
ment, social obligation to the community was made to override one’s per- 
sonal view of justice. On the other hand, the implied obligation of the 
community to the individual was such that fair and prompt attention to 
individual complaints was doubtless expected. 


Where the Jobakchoi Held Their Meetings 

The Jobakchoi apparently called their meeting house a Bakcheion, as is sug- 
gested in line 101: “The treasurer shall have power to forbid him entry into 
the Bakcheion until he pay.” They also refer to the meeting house itself, or a 
part of it, as a “banquet hall” (histiatopeion): “And anyone beside whom the 
thyrsos is laid, if the priest or archibakchos so decide, shall depart from the 
banquet hall” (lines 139-41). 

The term Bakcheion is especially common as a designation for the meeting 
house of a Dionysiac association and is often found with this meaning in 
other Dionysiac inscriptions.” However, this term has other meanings as 
well. It is a favorite generic term for a Dionysiac association,'** and it is so 
used here (lines 8, 16, 37, 56, 148). Thus, in the communal cry of the Jobak- 
choi they boast, “Now we are the first of all the Bakcheia” (lines 26-27). A 
related term in the feminine form Bakcheia is used as a reference to a 
Dionysiac festival that was celebrated by this association (line 43).!5? Here I 
will adopt the term Bakcheion as the preferred term for the meeting house. 
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The Bakcheion of the lobakchoi has been excavated.'® It has been identi- 
fied as such by the fact that the column containing the inscription of the club 
statutes was found within its ruins. It is located on the southwest slope of the 
Areopagus in Athens and is dated to about the mid-second century c.E. 

The Bakcheion of the Iobakchoi was a large rectangular building with three 
rooms.!°! The main room is a long hall 18.8 meters long by 11.25 meters 
wide. This hall is divided into a large central aisle and two small side aisles by 
two rows of four columns each. At the center of the east wall is a rectangular 
apse. There is also a small cella to the north of the apse and entered only 
through it. The main entrance into the structure itself has not been pre- 
served, but the layout of the building suggests that it would probably have 
been in the center of the west wall opposite the apse. The overall form of the 
main hall and apse is, of course, quite similar to the basilica form later 
adopted by the Christians for use as an assembly hall. Several Roman scholae 
also have similar forms. '“? 

Since most meetings of the club were banquet meetings, and since the 
meeting house also included a “banquet hall,” it is surprising that this struc- 
ture does not have a more conventional dining-room form. Rather, its form 
suggests an emphasis on the assembly, with special focus on the activities in 
and in front of the apse. The hall would certainly accommodate business 
meetings as well as speeches and sermons. In addition, there is clearly ample 
space for dramatic presentations, although if the structure had been designed 
especially for them, one would have expected a small theater or odeion rather 
than an assembly hall. 

The form and arrangement of dining furnishings for the numerous ban- 
quets of the club is not known since none of these furnishings have survived. 
However, the fact that the main furnishings were called stibades, or “straw 
mats,” rather than “couches” suggests that the banquet setting was of a spe- 
cific form. How the room was adapted to serve the needs of a “banquet hall” 
is not clear, however. 


CONCLUSION 


Nilsson speaks for many other scholars when he describes the “very numer- 
ous associations of the Hellenistic and following age, which, under the pre- 
text of honouring some god after whom the association was named, 
assembled in order to enjoy themselves and to feast."! For example, one 
may compare the more recent comment of Ramsay MacMullen in regard to 
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funerary societies: “Their objects were simple, summed up in the phrase 
‘social security’: to have a refuge from loneliness in a very big world, to meet 
once a month for dinner, to draw pride and strength from numbers, and at 
the end of life (if one’s dues were paid up) to be remembered in a really 
respectable funeral.”' However, as we have seen, an increasing emphasis on 
the banquet is neither a negative feature per se nor inconsistent with the ear- 
lier history of associations. 

The banquet was often the central activity of clubs regardless of their pur- 
ported reason for organizing together.'® Its function was primarily social, 
marked by “good cheer.” Yet the nature of the “good cheer” to be experienced 
at the meal was defined by the rules governing it. In this sense, “good cheer” 
in one club is roughly equivalent to “good order” in another. 

The meal was a symposium, a typical formal meal and drinking party, in 
which an emphasis was placed on luxurious dining and copious drinking. Yet 
symposia had their own rules as well. Thus the conversation accompanying 
them was to be proper and orderly, conducted at the direction of the sym- 
posiarch, and perhaps even directed to topics appropriate to community life 
and self-identity. The symposium included a libation at the beginning; the 
club banquet adapted the libation to fit its own religious piety. The sympo- 
sium traditionally included entertainment, such as poetic readings or pan- 
tomimic dances. The Jobakchoi in particular adapted this custom to their 
own purposes, with an encomium of praise to the god and a ritual drama that 
may have been in the form of a pantomimic dance. 

The custom of assigning positions by rank at the table was a standard 
accompaniment of the banquet. It served a uscful function in the clubs by 
identifying the individuals who were especially honored by the club. Yet it 
also was a continual source of friction among members, so that laws had to 
be passed to keep members from trying to usurp the position of another. If 
this were allowed, not only would chaos result, but also one of the methods 
by which the club awarded status to its members would be overthrown. To 
provide honors to its members was an important social function of the clubs 
and one of their reasons for existing. Another way in which the meal and its 
customs contributed to this aspect of community life was by the awarding 
of different sizes of portions to members on the basis of their rank in the 
community. 

Unruly and abusive behavior was also to be expected at any drinking 
party, but many clubs formulated a way to handle such indiscretions, so that 
community solidarity could be preserved. They formulated rules to control 
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such behavior during meals and other rules to keep side effects afterwards to 
a minimum. In this respect, they appeared to be heeding the saying quoted 
by Plutarch, “I dislike a drinking companion with a good memory.” What 
Plutarch had in mind was consistent with the goal of the clubs: “. . . that one 
should remember either none of the improprieties committed over cups or 
only those which call for an altogether light and playful reproof.”!% 

So also the clubs forbade taking community disputes to public courts, but 
the Jobakchoi in particular provided an opportunity to air grievances before 
the community itself. Other clubs with similar references to inter-community 
disputes probably had similar systems for handling them. By such a system as 
this the meal fellowship was made to extend beyond the actual meal gather- 
ing itself. Thus the social obligation toward the community fostered by the 
communal meal continued to define relationships toward meal companions 
and toward the community even after the meal was over. 

The banquet meeting was usually separated from business meetings of the 
club. This indicates that only certain kinds of activities and discussions were 
considered appropriate for a meal setting. Just as the “problems for symposiac 
discourse” of Plutarch were considered appropriate topics for a philosophical 
meal,'® so also the behavior, topics of discussion, and ritual of a club were 
defined according to their appropriateness to the meal setting and to the 
community. The bases for such considerations were “peace and quiet” or 
“good order and quietness.” These terms were connected with religious and 
ritual values within the respective communities. As applied to otherwise nor- 
mal rules of social etiquette and ethics, they gave a religious value to the con- 
cept of social obligation at community banquets. 
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EXCURSUSES 

Statutes of the College of Diana and Antinous (Lanuvium, Italy, 136 c.r.) 

[This translation is from Naphtali Lewis and Meyer Reinhold, Roman Civilization, 2 
vols. (New York: Harper, 1966), 2.273-75.] 


In the consulship of Lucius Ceionius Commodus and Sextus Vettulenus Civica 
Pompeianus, May 28. 

[Column 1] 

(1) At Lanuvium in the temple of Antinous, in which Lucius Caesennius Rufus, / 
patron of the municipality had directed that a meeting be called through Lucius 
Pompeius / ... us, quinquennalis of the worshippers of Diana and Antinous, he 
promised that he would give them . . . / out of his generosity the interest on 15,000 
sesterces, to wit 400 sesterces, on the / (5) birthday of Diana, August 13, and 400 ses- 
terces on the birthday of Antinous, November 27; / and he instructed the by-laws 
established by them to be inscribed / on the inner side below the tetrastyle [of the 
temple] of Antinous as recorded below. / 

In the consulship of Marcus Antonius Hiberus and Publius Mummius Sisenna, 
January 1, the Benevolent Society of Diana / . . . and Antinous was founded, Lucius 
Caesennius Rufus son of Lucius, of the Quirine Tribe, being for the third time sole 
magistrate and likewise patron. / 

(10) Clause from the Decree of the Senate of the Roman People / 

These are permitted to assemble, convene, and maintain a society: those who 
desire to make monthly contributions / for funerals may assemble in such a society, 
but they may not assemble in the name of such society except once a month / for 
the sake of making contributions to provide burial for the dead. / 

May this be propitious, happy, and salutary to the Emperor Caesar Trajanus 
Hadrian Augustus and to the entire / (15) imperial house, to us, to ours, and to our 
society, and may we have made proper and careful arrangements for / providing 
decent obsequies at the departure of the dead! Therefore we must all agree to con- 
tribute faithfully, / so that our society may be able to continue in existence a long 
time. You, who desire to enter this society as a new member, / first read the by-laws 
carefully before entering, so as not to find cause for complaint later or / bequeath a 
lawsuit to your heir. 

By-laws of the Society / 

(20) It was voted unanimously that whoever desires to enter this society shall pay an 
initiation fee / of 100 sesterces and an amphora of good wine, and shall pay monthly 
dues of 5 asses. It was voted further that if anyone / has not paid his dues for six con- 
secutive months and the common lot of mankind befalls him, his claim to burial 
shall not be considered, / even if he has provided for it in his will. It was voted fur- 
ther that / upon the decease of a paid-up member of our body there will be due him 
from the treasury 300 sesterces, from which sum will be deducted a funeral fee / (25) 
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of 50 sesterces to be distributed at the pyre [among those attending]; the obsequies, 
furthermore, will be performed on foot. / 

It was voted further that if a member dies farther than twenty miles from town 
and the society is notified, / three men chosen from our body will be required to go 
there to arrange for his funeral; they will be required to render an accounting / in 
good faith to the membership, and if they are found guilty of any fraud they shall pay 
a quadruple fine; they / will be given money for the funeral expenses, and in addi- 
tion a round-trip travel allowance of 20 sesterces each. But if a member dies farther 
than / (30) twenty miles from town and notification is impossible, then his funeral 
expenses, / less emoluments and funeral fee, may be claimed from this society, in 
accordance with the by-laws of the society, by the man who buries him, if he so 
attests by an affidavit signed with the seals of seven Roman citizens, and / the mat- 
ter is approved, and he gives security against anyone’s claiming any further sum. Let 
no malice aforethought attend! And let no patron or patroness, master / 


{Column 2] 

or mistress, or creditor have any right of claim against this society unless / he has 
been named heir in a will. If a member dies intestate, the details of his burial will be 
decided by the quinquennalis and the membership. / 

It was voted further that if a slave member of this society dies, and his master or 
mistress / unreasonably refuses to relinquish his body for burial, and he has not left 
written instructions, a token funeral ceremony will be held. / 

(5) It was voted further that if any member takes his own life for any reason, what- 
ever, / his claim to burial [by the society] shall not be considered. / 

It was voted further that if any slave member of this society becomes free, he is 
required to donate / an amphora of good wine. 

It was voted further that if any master, in the year when it is his turn in the mem- 
bership list / to provide dinner, fails to comply and provide a dinner, he shall pay 30 
sesterces into the treasury; / (10) the man following him on the list shall be required 
to give the dinner, and he [the delinquent) shall be required to reciprocate when it is 
the latter's turn. / 

Calendar of dinners: March 8, birthday of Caesennius . . . his father; November 27, 
birthday of Antinous; / August 13, birthday of Diana and of the society; August 20, 
birthday of Caesennius Silvanus, his brother; ... / birthday of Cornelia Procula, his 
mother; December 14, birthday of Caesennius Rufus, patron of the municipality. / 

Masters of the dinners in the order of the membership list, appointed four at a 
time in turn, shall be required to provide / (15) an amphora of good wine each, and 
for as many members as the society has a bread costing 2 asses, sardines to the num- 
ber of / four, a setting, and warm water with service. / 

It was voted further that any member who becomes quinquennalis in this society 
shall be exempt from such obligations[?] / for the term when he is quinquennalis 
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and that he shall receive a double share in all distributions. / It was voted further 
that the secretary and the messenger shall be exempt from such obligations[?] and 
shall receive a share and a half / (20) in every distribution. 

It was voted further that any member who has administered the office of quin- 
quennalis honestly shall [thereafter] receive a share and a half / of everything as a 
mark of honor, so that other quinquennales will also hope for the same by properly 
discharging their duties. / 

It was voted further that if any member desires to make any complaint or bring 

up any business, he is to bring it up at a business meeting, so that we may banquet 
in peace and / good cheer on festive days. / 
(25) It was voted further that any member who moves from one place to another so 
as to cause a disturbance shall be fined / 4 sesterces. Any member, moreover, who 
speaks abusively to another or causes / an uproar shall be fined 12 sesterces. Any 
member who uses / any abusive or insolent language to a quinquennalis at a ban- 
quet shall be fined 20 sesterces. / 

It was voted further that on the festive days of his term of office each quinquen- 
nalis is to conduct worship with incense / (30) and wine and is to perform his other 
functions clothed in white, and that on the birthdays / of Diana and Antinous he 
is to provide oil for the society in the public bath before they banquet. 
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Statutes of the Jobakchoi (Athens, second to third century c.r.) 

[The translation is adapted by the author from M. N. Tod, Sidelights on Greek His- 
tory (repr., Chicago: Ares, 1974), 86-91; and Thomas L. Robinson, “Dionysos in 
Athens” (unpublished seminar paper, Harvard Divinity School, December 11, 
1972); Greek text in LSG, 95-100, no. 51.] 


To Good Fortune. / 
In the archonship of Arrios Epaphrodeitos, on the eighth day of the month / 
Elaphebolion, a meeting / was convened for the first time by the priest appointed / 
(5) by Aurelios Neikomachos, who had been / vice-priest for seventeen years and 
priest / for twenty-three years, and had in his lifetime resigned his position / for 
the honor and glory of the Bakcheion / in favor of the most excellent Claudios 
Herodes. / (10) Since he had been appointed by Herodes as vice-priest, he [Neiko- 
machos] read aloud the statutes / of the former priests Chrysippos and Dionysios. 
/ And when the priest / and the archibakchos and the patron had given their 
approval, all cried out: / “Let us adopt these statutes forever.” “Well spoken, priest.” 
“Restore / (15) the statutes: you ought to." “Stability / and good order to the 
Bakcheion." “A stele for the statues.” / “Call the question.” The priest said: "Since 
/ Land my fellow-priests and / all of you agree, we will call the question as you have 
1 (20) requested.” And the presiding officer, / Rufus son of Aphrodeisios, put it to 
a vote: “All those in favor / of having the statutes which were read / inscribed on 
astele, raise / your hands.” Everyone raised his hand. They cried out: “Long / (25) 
live the most excellent priest Herodes.” / “Now you are fortunate; now we are first 
ofall / the Bakcheia.” “Well spoken, vice-priest.” “Let the stele / be set up.” The 
vice-priest said: “The stele shall rest / on a pillar and the statutes shall be inscribed, 
1 (30) for the officers will have power / that none of them be repealed.” / 

No one may be a Iobakchos unless / he first register with the priest / the cus- 
tomary declaration and / (35) be approved by a vote of the lobakchoi / on whether 
he appears worthy and suitable / for the Bakcheion. The entrance fee / for one 
whose father is not a member shall be 50 denarii and a libation. / Likewise let those 
whose fathers are members register / (40) for 25 denarii, paying half-subscription / 
until they attain puberty. / 

The lobakchoi shall meet on the ninth of cach month, / and at the yearly festi- 
vals, at the Bakcheia, / and on any extraordinary feast of the god; / (45) and each 
one is to speak or act or try to distinguish himself, / and pay a fixed monthly / con- 
tribution for the wine. / If anyone does not fulfill his obligation, he shall be 
excluded from the stibas. / Those who are enrolled by vote must be able to fulfill the 
obligation / (50) except on occasions when they are traveling / or bereaved or sick 
or in case the person / who is to be admitted into the stibas should be utterly indis- 
pensable, / which must be decided by the priests. If / the brother of a Iobakchos 
enters, after approval by vore, / (55) he shall pay 50 denarii. If a consecrated child 
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who has been appointed as a non-member / has paid what is due to the gods and to 
the Bakcheion, / he shall be a lobakchos with his father on the payment of one / 
libation by his father. / The priest shall give a letter to the one who has made his 
declaration and has been elected, / (60) stating that he is a lobakchos, provided that 
he first / pay to the priest the entrance fee, / the specific amounts going into this 
sum being registered in the letter. / 

No one is allowed to sing, / cheer, or applaud at the stibas, but with / (65) all 
good order and quietness / they shall speak and act their allotted parts under the 
direction of / the priest or the archibakchos. None / of the lobakchoi who has not 
contributed / for the ninth-day feasts and the yearly festivals / (70) shall enter the 
stibas until / it is determined for him by the priest / that he either pay the dues or 
enter. / 

If anyone starts a fight or is found being disorderly / or occupying the couch of 
another member or using insulting / (75) or abusive language to anyone, the one 
who has been abused / or insulted shall present two / Iobakchoi testifying under 
oath that they heard / him being insulted or abused, / and he who was guilty of 
the insult or abuse shall pay / (80) to the society 25 light drachmas, or he who is the 
cause / of a fight shall pay / the same amount of 25 drachmas, or they will not be 
allowed to attend the / meetings of the Iobakchoi until they pay. / 

If anyone comes to blows, he who was struck shall register the fact in writing / 
(85) with the priest or the vice-priest, / who will then be required to convene an 
assembly, and / the Iobakchoi shall decide the matter by vote, under the leadership 
1 of the priest. And he shall be assessed the penalty of exclusion / for a period to be 
determined / (90) and the payment of up to 25 denarii of silver. / And the same 
penalty shall be imposed also on the one who was struck / if he did not seek redress 
with the priest or / archibakchos but made a public accusation. / And the same 
penalty shall be imposed on the orderly officer / (95) if he failed to eject those who 
were fighting. / Ifany of the lobakchoi who knows / that an assembly must be con- 
vened for this matter is not / present, he shall pay to the society / 50 light drach- 
mas, But if, when he is asked to pay, he refuses compliance, / (100) the treasurer 
shall have power to forbid him / entry into the Bakcheion / until he pay. If any of 
those who / enter fail to pay the entrance fee / to the priest or vice-priest / (105) 
he shall be excluded from the banquet until he pays, / and payment shall be exacted 
in whatever manner / the priest may command. 

No one shall deliver a speech / unless the priest or vice-priest has given permis- 
sion; / otherwise he shall be liable to a fine / (110) of 30 light drachmas to the 
society. / 

The priest shall perform the customary / rituals at the stibas and at the yearly fes- 
tival, / in a worthy manner, and shall offer / for the stibas one libation at the Fes- 
tival of Arrival [Katagogia] / (115) and a sermon [theologia], which / Neikomachos 
began to make / during his priesthood in order to distinguish himself. / 
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‘The archibakchos shall offer the sacrifice / to the god and set forth the libation 
1 (120) on the tenth day of the month Elaphebolion. / And when portions are dis- 
tributed, / let them be taken by the priest, vice-priest, / archibakchos, treasurer, 
boukolikos, | Dionysos, Kore, Palaimon, / (125) Aphrodite, and Proteurythmos; 
and / let these names be apportioned by lot / among all the members. 

Whoever of the Iobakchoi obtains / a legacy or honor or appointment shall set 
before the / lobakchoi a libation worthy of the appointment, / (130) marriage 
feast, birth, Choes [pitcher feast], ephebia [coming of age], / citizen-status, the office 
of wand-bearer, membership in the council, / presidency of the games, councillor- 
ship in the Panhellenic league, membership in the senate, / position as legislator, or 
any position of authority at all, / delegate to a sacrifice, police magistrate, winner in 
the games, / (135) or any other honor attained by a Iobakchos. / 

The orderly officer shall be chosen by lot or / appointed by the priest. And he 
shall bear / the thyrsos of the god to whomever is disorderly or creates a disturbance. 
1 And anyone beside whom the shyrsos is laid, / (140) if the priest or archibakchos 
so decide, / shall depart from the banquet hall. If / he refuses to go, he shall be 
ejected outside the vestibule / by those appointed by the / priests, namely the hip- 
poi (“bouncers,” literally "horses"], and he shall be liable to the fines / (145) 
imposed on those who fight. / 

The Iobakchoi shall elect a treasurer / by ballot for a two-year term; and he shall 
receive / for the financial records everything that belongs to the Bakcheion, / and 
he shall deliver this in turn to / (150) the next treasurer after him. / At his own 
expense he shall provide lamp oil / for the ninth-day feast, the yearly festival, the 
stibas, | and all the days customarily devoted to the god / as well as those days when 
legacies or honors or appointments / (155) are celebrated. He shall choose a secre- 
tary, / if he so desire, at his own risk. / And he shall be granted / the libation for 
the treasurer, and shall be free from the payment of fees / for his two-year term. 

Whenever any / (160) lobakchos dies, a wreath up to 5 denarii in value shall be 
provided / for him, and a single jug of wine shall be set before / those present at 
the funeral, / but anyone who was not present shall not partake of the wine. 





CHAPTER 6 


THE JEWISH BANQUET 


The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: Speak to the people of Israel and say 
to them: These are the appointed festivals of the Loro that you shall 
proclaim as holy convocations, my appointed festivals. 

—Lev 23:1 


If they make you master of the feast, do not exalt yourself; 

be among them as one of their number. 

Take care of them first and then sit down; 

when you have fulfilled all your duties, take your place, 

so that you may be merry along with them 

and receive a wreath for your excellent leadership. 

—Sir 32:1-2 

So, to prevent our being perverted by contact with others or by mixing 
with bad influences, he [God] hedged us in on all sides with strict obser- 
vances connected with meat and drink and touch and hearing and sight, 
after the manner of the Law. 

—Letter of Aristeas 142 


Rabbi Yochanan and Rabbi Eleazar used to say, “So long as the Temple 
stood, the altar made atonement for Israel. Now a man's table makes 
atonement for him.” 

—b. Ber. 55a! 


Meals held a special place in the social world of Second Temple Judaism. The 
religious calendar was marked by numerous feasts whose origins were traced 
to the very beginnings of Jewish tradition. The law or Torah included a num- 
ber of dietary restrictions that marked off observant Jews from the rest of 
ancient society. Various Jewish groups who organized as separate sects within 
Judaism tended to celebrate their separateness and cohesiveness by holding 
special meals together. 

In the Greco-Roman period, meals functioned within Judaism in ways 
quite similar to what we have found in Greco-Roman society at large. That is 
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to say, when they gathered for a banquet, Jews, like their Greek and Roman 
counterparts, reclined at a meal that was characterized by rules of etiquette 
and ethical values and was organized into courses in exactly the same form as 
banquets in the rest of the Greco-Roman world. Thus in the above quotation 
from Ben Sira, one finds a description of the “symposiarch” that fits quite 
well with general Greco-Roman customs. 

That Jews in this period shared Greco-Roman meal customs has been 
stated often in various studies. It is supported by both literary and nonliter- 
ary data. The origins of these customs in Judaism is not easy to trace, but they 
are known to Jews as early as the eighth century B.C.E. as evidenced in Amos 
6:4-7 in a woe addressed to Israelite leaders: 


Alas for those who lie on beds of ivory, 

and lounge on their couches, 

and eat lambs from the flock, 

and calves from the stall; 

who sing idle songs to the sound of the harp, 

and like David improvise on instruments of music; 
who drink wine from bowls, 

and anoint themselves with the finest oils, 

but are not grieved over the ruin of Joseph! 
Therefore they shall now be the first to go into exile, 
and the revelry of the loungers shall pass away. 


Here we have references to various motifs with parallels in the Greek sympo- 
sium tradition: reclining, banqueting in luxury, wine mixed in bowls, anoint- 
ing with oil, music as table entertainment, and the use of banquet imagery to 
critique social stratification (rich versus poor). Thus even in this early period 
developments in meal customs in the Jewish world paralleled the customs 
developing in the Greek world.? 

Evidence for the Greco-Roman form of Jewish meals is also found in the rab- 
binic literature, as we will see below. Consequently, over a wide period of Jew- 
ish history, beginning in the Second Temple period and extending into the early 
rabbinic period, meal traditions were highly influenced by the Greco-Roman 
banquet tradition. I will now sketch a few examples to illustrate this point. 


THE BANQUET TRADITION IN BEN SIRA 


A good starting point for our study is Ben Sira, which is dated prior to the 
Maccabean revolt, or about 200 to 180 B.C.E., and is thought to have been 
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written in Jerusalem. Here we find the testimony of a scholar in Judaism 
from the wisdom tradition who is engaged in training the well-to-do young 
men of his society in the rules for ethical living. This document holds a spe- 
cial place in all of wisdom literature because of its specific references to the 
primary place of the law and the cult in a context in which the wisdom tra- 
dition is being passed on. It is thus part of a society fully embedded in Jew- 
ish tradition, both because of its explicit statements of support for Torah and 
temple and because of the role that is being played by this teacher and his fol- 
lowers in providing schooling for aristocratic members of Palestinian Jewish 
society. 

In this regard, it is notable that a significant part of the instruction con- 
cerns meal etiquette. And these rules of etiquette attest to meal customs and 
ethical perspectives directly parallel to those of the Greco-Roman world.’ 
Thus when our author speaks of his having received part of his education by 
traveling in foreign lands,“ we must take him for his word and assume that he 
dined at many a Greco-Roman table as a foreign dignitary. Interestingly, at 
no point in his discussion does he refer to any dietary restrictions that might 
limit his participation or that of his students in Greco-Roman banquets. His 
own experience and the experience he envisions for his charges is markedly 
cosmopolitan. 


The Form of the Meal 

Invitations. Meal customs in Ben Sira included the use of invitations, as seen 
in 13:9: “When an influential person invites you, be reserved, and he will 
invite you more insistently.” This text suggests little as to the form of the invi- 
tations, but we know of both formal (or written) and informal invitations in 
the Greek world. In Plato's Symposium the invitations appear to be delivered 
orally by the host as he meets his friends in the marketplace. On the other 
hand, we also know of written invitations from a later period in Roman 
Egypt. Note that here in Ben Sira, the invitation is given by an "influential 
person,” namely, one who outranked the person receiving the invitation. 
Consequently, the invitation, the suggested response, and the meal that was 
to follow were embedded in the ancient patronage system. 

A Luxurious Setting. The meal itself was a formal occasion with a luxurious 
setting and much food and wine. Sometimes such a setting was viewed posi- 
tively, as an opportunity to enjoy the good things in life, as in 31:12—32:13. 
For example, wine is praised as having been “created to make people happy” 
(31:27), and music at the meal is praised as “a ruby seal in a setting of gold” 
(32:5). In other texts, luxury at the table is viewed as a sign of excess; thus at 


136 FROM SYMPOSIUM TO EUCHARIST. 


18:32-33, the sage counsels: “Do not revel in great luxury, or you may 
become impoverished by its expense. Do not become a beggar by feasting 
with borrowed money, when you have nothing in your purse." In any case it 
is clear that a formal banquet is understood to offer a bounteous table in lux- 
urious surroundings. This is a long-standing Near Eastern tradition, as is evi- 
denced by the eighth-century reference in Amos 6:3-6 to the table of luxury. 
Here Amos is negative toward the luxurious banquet as symbolic of excess. In 
other Jewish literature on this topic, only Eccl 3:13 and Ben Sira present a 
clearly positive view toward luxurious secular dining.’ Their view is consis- 
tent with the Greek tradition, in which the banquet is connected with the 
ideals of civilized living.'° 

Ranking of Guests. Individuals appear to have been arranged at the table 
according to rank as suggested by 12:12: “Do not put [your enemy] next to 
you, or he may overthrow you and take your place. Do not let him sit at your 
right hand, or else he may try to take your own seat.” The text refers to a sit- 
uation in which one has invited an enemy into one’s home (as in 11:29 and 
11:34). The advice is not to place him at one’s right lest he try to take one's 
seat of honor. The host in this case would occupy the place of honor, and the 
next highest rank would be located to his right. Since such hospitality would 
most commonly take place at a meal, this text most likely refers to a meal set- 
ting. The advice here is reminiscent of meal customs in the Greek world, 
where ranking was always assigned to certain positions at the table. The host 
would normally take the first position with his honored guest located to his 
right. Other rankings would also continue to the right.'! 

The Symposiarch. In 32:1-2, quoted at the beginning of this chapter, Ben 
Sira gives advice on how one should preside at the meal. Note how the presider 
had the special responsibility to act on behalf of the others (“be among them 
as one of their number. Take care of them first," 32:1). What these duties con- 
sisted of we are not told, but one must assume that they involved regulating 
the various activities at the meal that are described in this context (31:12— 
32:13), that is, regulating the provisions of food and wine and overseeing the 
entertainment. The individual who served well was rewarded with a 
“wreath.”!? Most scholars recognize here the Greek custom of electing one of 
their number to be the symposiarch.'? This individual normally had the 
responsibility to decide the proportion to be followed in the mixing of the 
wine with water. In addition, he might oversee the entertainment, particularly 
if it took the form of an organized discussion of some kind.'4 

Music. The normal entertainment appears to have been music. At 32:3-6, 
various options for entertainment are discussed. Here it is advised that one 
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may speak words of wisdom, but “do not interrupt the music” (v. 3), imply- 
ing that musical entertainment was to be expected. Indeed, music at the ban- 
quet is given the highest praise in a remarkable encomium at verses 5-6: “A 
ruby seal in a setting of gold is a concert of music at a banquet of wine. A seal 
of emerald in a rich setting of gold is the melody of music with good wine.” 

The type of music provided is evidently referred to at 40:20-21, where the 
music that accompanies wine is that of “flute and harp.” In the ancient Near 
East the luxurious banquet appears to have regularly included music, as 
attested by Amos 6:4-6 and by various artistic representations of banquet 
scenes.’ 

Music was also a normal part of the Greek banquet, and the flute girl is a 
regular feature in Greek representations of banquet scenes.’ It is notable that 
Ben Sira has such a high regard for music, in contrast to Amos, for whom 
music is to be associated with the other excesses of the banquet, and in con- 
trast to Plato's Symposium, where the flute girl is dismissed so that the ban- 
queters can entertain themselves instead with enlightened conversation." To 
be sure, the reference in Plato is not meant to be a negative comment about 
music, but it does suggest that philosophical conversation is to be given a 
higher place.!5 On the other hand, the overwhelming opinion in the Greek 
world was that music was an essential part of the banquet. With this point of 
view, Ben Sira is in firm agreement. Thus at 32:36, Ben Sira represents the 
opinion that the meal and its entertainment have an intrinsic value in them- 
selves, whether or not wise conversation is included. 

Posture at the Meal. The evidence is unclear as to whether the diners were 
sitting or reclining. ° Both types of descriptions occur, as in 32:1-2, in which 
the master of the feast first sits and then reclines. At this period in the 
Mediterranean world, virtually everyone reclined at their formal meals.?? For 
the most part, our data indicates that Jews in the Hellenistic period did also.?! 

Thus the texts in Ben Sira that clearly refer to reclining are consistent 
with the general customs of the day. But the readings that refer to sitting are 
problematic. Rudolf Smend has proposed a solution as follows: he suggests 
that they sat at the first course of the meal, during the time in which they 
ate, and then they reclined during the second course of the meal (the sym- 
posium), during which time they drank and enjoyed the entertainment of 
the evening.?? This suggestion makes sense of the confused data in the text 
and represents the form of Jewish meal evidenced in the Mishnah, as dis- 
cussed later in this chapter. It also can be seen to correlate with 32:1-2, 
where the master of the feast first sits and then reclines. However, it may be 
anachronistic to apply the text from the Mishnah to the time of Ben Sira, 
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since they are separated by several centuries of social and religious history. 
Indeed, the Mishnah may simply be preserving, anachronistically, the older 
custom of reclining in an age when customs were changing to sitting at the 
table. In the final analysis, the issue of posture at the table in Ben Sira and its 
checkered textual history remain obscure. 

Entertainment and Table Talk. When music was not present, conversation 
could serve as an alternative form of entertainment at the meal, as evidenced 
in the following text from 32:3-4: “Speak, you who are older, for it is your 
right, but with accurate knowledge, and do not interrupt the music. Where 
there is entertainment, do not pour out talk; do not display your cleverness 
at the wrong time.” It should also be noted that the entertainment accompa- 
nied the wine (“a concert of music at a banquet of wine,” 32:5; “the melody 
of music with good wine,” 32:6). This suggests that the order of the meal that 
Ben Sira describes may be considered equivalent to the traditional order of 
the Greco-Roman banquet: a deipnon, in which the actual eating took place, 
followed by the second course, the symposion, in which there was an extended 
period of drinking accompanied by entertainment. The idea that elevated 
conversation could substitute as the entertainment of the evening at a formal 
banquet is consistent with Greek tradition.” 

It is at this point that we can see clear correlation between the primary 
activity of the sage, that is, engaging in wise discourse, and the banquet as a 
setting for serious discourse. At 32:3-6, as already noted, the instruction on 
proper conversation at the meal includes the ruling that by no means is the 
conversation to override or interrupt the primary entertainment of the 
evening. Thus Ben Sira envisions a “proper” meal that may not include wise 
conversation; both wine and music, for example, have an intrinsic value in 
themselves, as indicated in 31:27-28 and 32:5-6. 

Whenever conversation does take place, Ben Sira has advice as to how it is 
to proceed. His advice is divided among age groups. The older man speaks 
freely and fittingly, but even he is advised to speak at the proper time and on 
a proper subject. The young man is only to speak if asked and then is to speak 
as little as possible, concentrating on moderation in speech (32:7-9). 

These instructions are to be related to others in Ben Sira on the subject of 
wise conversation, such as at 33:4-6; 34:9-12; and 37:16-26. The type of 
instruction is generally the same whether or not the setting is specifically 
stated to be a meal. Thus the wise man speaks with understanding generally 
(34:9) and at a meal (32:3). He is to be prudent and careful in his speech 
when in the company of “outsiders,” particularly if at the table of a powerful 
man (13:8-13, 21-23). 
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Wise conversation is especially concerned with the law (39:8). So also the 
wise man is to seek out righteous men as his table companions so that the 
conversation may be centered on “the law of the Most High”: “Let your con- 
versation be with intelligent people, and let all your discussion be about the 
law of the Most High. Let the righteous be your dinner companions, and let 
your glory be in the fear of the Lord" (9:15-16)."* This text is especially 
revealing, for it makes specific what had been implied before, that activities 
of the greatest importance are to take place at the formal banquets that the 
sage attends. Thus it is clear that the banquet is a pre-existing institution of 
which the sage approves and that he has adapted to serve as the setting for the 
exercise of wisdom in the most mundane sense (by exhibiting *good man- 
ners") and in the most profound sense (by discoursing on the law). 


Rules of Etiquette and Ethics 

The sage is concerned to instruct the student about proper behavior at meals. 

Here we find some typical, and some not-so-typical, rules of etiquette: 

a) When giving a banquet, be “generous” rather than “stingy with food” 
(31:23-24). 

b) Do not invite a stranger (12:29-34). 

c) Be moderate in regard to food: do not be greedy in reaching for food nor 
in chewing food; do not overeat (31:12-18). 

d) Drink wine, but in moderation (19:1 1:25-30). 

€) Avoid the overly luxurious banquet (18:37; 29:21-23; 31:19-22; 37:27- 
31). 

f) Consider the needs of the tablemate (31:15-17; 41:19). 

g) Preside with the needs of others in mind (32:1-2). 

h) Eat with “the righteous” so that the conversation will be on the law 
(9:15-16). 

i) Speak carefully and at the appropriate time (13:8-13; 32:3-9). 

j) Do not attempt to rise above one’s position (13:11; 32:1). 

k) Do not linger overlong at the table (32:11). 

These table rules correlate well with the “symposium laws” and the banquet 

rules of clubs and associations as outlined above in chapters three and five. 








Social Aspects of the Data 

It appears that actual meals of the sage and his circle are being referred to. 
This is suggested by the way in which specific situations are mentioned 
(“When an influential person invites you . . .” [13:9]; “If they make you mas- 
ter of the feast . . .” [32:1]) and by the fact that rather practical advice is being 
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given (“Do not reach out your hand for everything you see . . .” [31:14]; “Eat 
what is set before you like a well brought-up person . . .” [31:16]). Thus it 
would seem likely that formal meals were a regular part of the life of the sage 
and his circle. 

Two types of meals can be delineated. One type would be meals at the 
home of someone outside the circle of the sage. Such individuals are usually 
referred to as wealthy or powerful (13:9; 31:12). When the sage is invited to 
the home of such a one, it is seen as an opportunity to exhibit the life of wis- 
dom, which the individual does by practicing “good manners” (31:12-18). In 
this case, the text has the tone of an Emily Post guide for the young man 
from an aristocratic family. 

On the other hand, other texts suggest a greater distance between the cir- 
cle of the sage and “high society.” Thus at 13:8-13, in a context in which 
association with the upper class is viewed in an extremely negative light, the 
meal at the table of the rich man is viewed as a kind of “enemy camp,” where 
the sage is tested and must be very careful of what he says. Perhaps connected 
with this negative evaluation of the “rich man’s table” is a group of texts that 
decry overly luxurious banquets and refer to them as examples of the life of 
excess that the sage and his circle are to avoid (18:32-33; 19:2; 23:6; 29:22- 
28; 40:29). 

Other references suggest a social context in which formal meals are eaten 
at the home of someone within the circle of the sage. Thus at 9:14-16, the 
sage advises to seek out wise men as one’s dinner companions so that the con- 
versation will be centered on “the law of the Most High.” This certainly gives 
a great deal of importance to the dinner conversation and appears to contrast 
with the meal “at the table of the great” (31:12), where one is only to speak 
when it does not interrupt the music (32:3-6). 

Also referring to the meals held within the circle of the sage may be the 
collection of texts that warn against fair-weather friends at table (6:10-12; 
37:1,5). Here the sage warns against those who are friends only in a time of 
prosperity, whenever they can enjoy the delights of one’s table. Since these are 
individuals who call themselves “friends” and whom one entertains at one’s 
own table, then the setting suggested is that at the home of one of the sage’s 
listeners. 

In evaluating these references, I would tend to agree with George Nickels- 
burg that the references to meal customs we have noted here suggest that the 
sage and his circle tended to be from the aristocratic class.” This position is 
contrary to that of Victor Tcherikover and others who argue that the strong 
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references to the incompatibility of the rich and poor are indicative of Ben 
Siras identification with the poor." Supporting the latter view are the vari- 
ous texts already mentioned that are opposed to the excesses of the luxurious 
table. On the other hand, since Ben Sira assumed the regular presence of his 
listeners at such meals and since he was so concerned with the proprieties of 
behavior at them, he clearly was quite comfortable attending them and was 
apparently a welcome guest. 

Indeed, Ben Sira championed the aristocratic life in his encomium to the 
life of leisure as a necessity for the proper cultivation of wisdom (38:24— 
39:11). In the context, he has just praised various persons for their particular 
contributions to society: wives (36:21-26), friends (37:1-6), counselors 
(37:7-18), teachers (37:19-26), physicians (38:1-15), the dead (38:16-23), 
craftsmen (38:24-34), and finally the ideal wise man (39:1-11).?7 Note espe- 
cially the direct contrast with those who work with their hands: the farmer 
cannot become wise (38:25), nor can the craftsman (38:27), the smith 
(38:28), or the potter (38:29). These all have their proper place in society, 
but only “the one who devotes himself to the study of the law of the Most 
High [i.e. as his occupation)” will be “sought out for the council of the peo- 
ple,” will “attain eminence in the public assembly,” will “sit in the judge's 
seat,” and so forth (38:31—39:1). Thus Ben Sira sees himself as a “profes- 
sional” sage. He has applied himself to the study of the traditions (39:1-3) 
and has traveled in foreign lands serving “the great” and “rulers” in his search 
for wisdom (34:9-12; 39:4). He clearly identifies himself as separate from the 
common working people; he belongs with the rulers of the people. 

On the other hand, he does not totally identify with the aristocratic class. 
Thus there is tension at the table of a powerful man (13:8-13). Indeed, Ben 
Sira expresses a doctrine in which the poor and rich are seen as of two differ- 
ent orders of existence who do not really belong together: “What does a wolf 
have in common with a lamb? No more has a sinner with the devout. What 
peace is there between a hyena and a dog? And what peace between the rich 
and the poor?” (13:17-18).2 In light of the analysis I have given above, in 
which it appears clear that Ben Sira sees himself as at least equal to aristocrats, 
I would conclude that these “poor versus rich” texts are to be interpreted 
rhetorically. That is, whenever Ben Sira contrasts poor and rich, wise and 
fool, humble and proud, he is applying stereotypical images from the wis- 
dom tradition to his own social situation. 

These texts certainly reflect an “us versus them” mentality. It would appear, 
however, that the primary point of reference is not “rich versus poor” but 


142 FROM SYMPOSIUM TO EUCHARIST 


“wise versus fool,” as at 10:23, for example: “It is not right to despise one 
who is intelligent but poor.” That is, the outsiders are the aristocrats of Pales- 
tinian society whose ways and ideas Ben Sira criticizes.” The “insiders” of the 
circle of the sage are those in his “school.” These individuals are free to min- 
gle with the aristocrats, and so are at home with upper-class society, but 
because of their identification with the school of the sage, they see themselves 
as of a separate order. 


Literary Aspects of the Data 
Relation to Wisdom Literature. Ben Sira writes with a self-conscious relation- 
ship to the wisdom tradition and uses motifs from Wisdom literature, par- 
ticularly Proverbs. At several points, he reflects a direct adaptation of portions 
of Proverbs; for example, his personification of Wisdom in chapter 24 is an 
adaptation of Proverbs 8. Similarly, like Proverbs, he refers to the meal as a 
symbol for the study of wisdom; compare Sir 24:21 with Prov 9:5-6. None 
of the extant Jewish Wisdom literature that is prior to Ben Sira, however, 
shows any concern for meal etiquette to the extent that Ben Sira does. 

On the other hand, many have pointed out similarities between Ben Sira 
and Egyptian Wisdom literature on meal etiquette. For example, in 2450 
B.C.E., The Instruction of Ptah-hotep gives the following advice: 


If thou art one of those sitting at the table of one greater than thyself, 
take what he may give, when it is set before thy nose. Thou shouldst 
gaze at what is before thee. Do not pierce him with many stares, [for 
such] an aggression against him is an abomination to the ka. Let thy face 
be cast down until he addresses thee, and thou shouldst speak [only] 
when he addresses thee. . . . As for the great man when he is at meals, his 
purposes conform to the dictates of his ka. He will give to the one whom 
he favors.” 


Clearly, there is a remarkable similarity to Sir 13:8-10: “Take care not to be 
led astray and humiliated when you are enjoying yourself [i.e., in feasting]. 
When an influential person invites you, be reserved, and he will invite you 
more insistently. Do not be forward, or you may be rebuffed; do not stand 
aloof, or you will be forgotten.” Ben Sira therefore draws on a rich tradition 
in Wisdom literature in developing his meal ethics. 

Relation to the Greek Symposium Tradition. Ben Sira seems also to have been 
well read in Greek symposium literature. The extended collection of meal say- 
ings at 31:12—32:13 is quite similar to material in the symposium literary 
tradition. This is a literary tradition that not only includes the Symposia of 
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Plato, Xenophon, and others, especially sources preserved in Athenaeus's col- 
lection of symposiac miscellanea, but it also includes those works of literature 
that make use of the banquet motif, such as works of satire. Among the 
works in this tradition is the Jewish Letter of Aristeas, which may be roughly 
contemporary with Ben Sira, although it is evidently from Alexandria rather 
than Palestine.?! 

Literary parallels to symposium literature are especially concentrated in 
31:12—32:13, which may be outlined as follows: general etiquette at the 
table (31:12-18), gluttony (31:19-22), liberality when hosting a meal (31:23- 
24), wine (31:25-30), arguments at the table (31:31), presiding at the table 
(32:1-2), entertainment: speaking (32:3-9) and music (32:5-6), and prudent 
departure from the meal (32:10-13). Especially reminiscent of the symposium 
tradition is the encomium to wine (31:27-28), the encomium to music (32:5- 
6), instructions on how to preside at a meal (32:1-2), and the discourse on 
gluttony versus moderation (31:19-22). These examples are similar not only 
in subject but also in form and secular tone to material in the symposium tra- 
dition.” 

Relation to the Greek Philosophical Tradition. As I argued in chapter 3, the 
banquet became a fixture in philosophical schools, just as the symposium 
form of literature became a stock motif in philosophical writings. The ban- 
quet is said to have served an educational purpose in philosophical schools 
and was evidently so used by many such schools.’ These banquets were 
defined as occasions for a certain type of philosophical discussion at table, as 
typified by Plato’s Symposium. Thus the literature helped to define the social 
institution of the philosophical banquet. 

The relation of Ben Sira to an actual school setting in Palestine has been 
much debated.” Certainly there is much evidence in the text that such a 
school may have existed. For example, Ben Sira refers to a “house of instruc- 
tion” (oikos paideias, 51:23), which in one Hebrew recension is in the form 
Bet ha Midrash, a term that came to be used for the school of the rabbis.’ 
He is quite self-conscious about his role as a “professional” sage who has 
studied the traditions, written as well as oral, and who gives instruction to 
the learner (24:30-34; 33:16-18). Consequently, whenever he gives such 
significance to the meal as a place of instruction, he appears to be describing 
its function in his “school” in the same terms as the banquet would be 
described in the philosophical schools. Furthermore, his possible use of lit- 
erary motifs from the symposium tradition further supports the argument 
that his school is at least partially modeled after the Greek philosophical 
schools. 
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The type of argument Ben Sira used as the basis for meal etiquette appears 
to be derived from Greek philosophical tradition as well. In the philosophi- 
cal schools meal etiquette tended to be discussed under the topic of the ethic 
of friendship.” Thus one's behavior at the banquet was to be such that it con- 
tributed to the enjoyment of all the guests as a whole. This may be compared 
to the idea in Ben Sira that such rules as “do not reach” or “do not be insa- 
tiable” are placed under the rather lofty category of actions that do not “give 
offense,” are "thoughtful," and derive from "judg[ing] your neighbor's feel- 
ings by your own” (31:14-17). 

Even more significant, however, may be the use of the term paideia 
(Hebrew: musar) as the ethical term on which “good manners” at the table 
are based (31:17,19). The term is, of course, highly significant in the context 
of Greek education, connoting the instruction that imparted to the student 
the fullness of Greek civilization. The Hebrew term musar is the term that 
the ıxx generally translates as paideia and is most likely the term so translated 
here in Ben Sira. Musar had a similar connotation to paideia as a term for 
instruction, although in the Hebrew context, instruction included a strong 
emphasis on discipline and chastisement. This is the primary term for 
describing the instructional activity of the sage in the wisdom tradition.’ In 
this context in Ben Sira, however, in which meal etiquette is part of the 
instruction of the sage, the concept has taken on a meaning closer to the 
Greek idea of paideia. 

In conclusion, we have found that the meal references in Ben Sira exhibit 
a relation to Greco-Roman meal traditions in terms of (1) the form of the 
meal, (2) the types of etiquette discussed, (3) the philosophical basis for eti- 
quette, (4) the similarities to the symposium literary tradition, and (5) the 
function of the meal in the life and teaching of the sages (as compared to 
philosophical banquets). The sage in Ben Sira is therefore quite at home in 
the practice and ideology of the Greco-Roman banquet. 


THE BANQUET TRADITION IN RABBINIC LITERATURE 


At the other end of the chronological spectrum for our study is the rabbinic 
literature. Although the rabbinic literature is often used to define the basic 
forms of Judaism in the earlier periods, particularly the late Hellenistic and 
early Roman periods, scholars still debate the extent to which this literature 
can be applied to earlier periods. For our purposes, however, we can use this 
data as a bookend for the latest period of our study, thus suggesting a con- 
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tinuous influence of the Greco-Roman banquet tradition throughout the 
period of this study and throughout a variety of forms of Judaism. 


The Form of the Banquet 

The form or liturgy of the Jewish “festal meal” or banquet is given in several 
texts from Tannaitic literature. These texts all date from the third to seventh 
centuries, but are thought to contain traditions that date from as early as the 
first century c.E. Together these texts provide a “liturgical order” for Jewish 
meals and describe a form of meal that we can recognize as that of a Greco- 
Roman banquet in its basic features. The following is a representative text 
from the Tosephta: 


What is the order of the meal? The guests enter [the house] and sit on 
benches, and on chairs until all have entered. They all enter and they 
[servants] give them water for their hands. Each one washes one hand. 
They [servants] mix for them the cup; each one says the benediction for 
himself. They [servants] bring them the appetizers; each one says the 
benediction for himself. They [guests] go up [to the dining room] and 
they recline, and they [servants] give them [water] for their hands; 
although they have [already] washed one hand, they [now] wash both 
hands. They [servants] mix for them the cup; although they have said a 
benediction over the first [cup] they say a benediction [also] over the 
second. They [servants] bring them the dessert; although they said a 
benediction over the first one, they [now] say a benediction over the sec- 
ond, and one says the benediction for all of them. He who comes after 
the third course has no right to enter.** 


The form of the meal as indicated by this text may be reconstructed as fol- 
lows. There were three courses: the appetizer course, the main course, and the 
dessert course. These are marked off in the text by the movement of the 
guests from vestibule to dining room, the change of posture to accompany 
the change of setting,” and the cups of wine and accompanying rituals. 
The guests first gathered in an anteroom, which was provided with benches 
for sitting. Servants brought them water to wash one hand, presumably the 
only hand to be used in eating the appetizers. They were then served the wine, 
which was apparently mixed in the cup rather than in a common bowl, and 
each said his own benediction over the wine. The appetizers were then served. 
After the appetizer course, the guests then gathered in the dining room 
proper, where they reclined for the main course. Here they were again provided 
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with water, and this time they washed both hands. The second cup of wine 
was mixed, and another wine benediction was spoken. Note that immedi- 
ately after the second cup the dessert course is served. Thus, the serving of the 
second cup probably represents the beginning of the third course, the dessert 
or symposium. This is suggested by a text from the Mishnah: “If he said the 
Benediction over the wine before the meal he need not say it over the wine 
after the meal."*! This does not preclude wine being served during the meal, 
however, since a later verse provides for this eventuality.” 

In the Tosephta text an interesting distinction is drawn in the benedictions 
said over the wine. While sitting in the anteroom, each was to say the bene- 
diction for himself. But after reclining in the dining room, if another bene- 
diction was spoken, it was to be said on behalf of all. This same point is made 
in a Mishnah text: “If men sit [apart] to eat, each should say the Benediction 
for himself; if they reclined [around the table together] one should say the 
Benediction for all. If wine is brought to them during the meal each should 
say the Benediction for himself; but if after the meal, one should say the 
Benediction for all.” This text appears to be giving a legal definition to a 
social convention. The social convention is that a group reclining around a 
table together becomes a table community. The text indicates that the sym- 
bolism of table fellowship is especially carried by the setting in which they 
recline together rather than sit. The second reference, distinguishing 
between wine served during the meal and wine served at the end of the meal, 
appears to represent the function of the wine in these two situations. Served 
during the meal, wine is evidently considered only an accompaniment. But 
the cup that is mixed at the end of the meal, and thus at the beginning of the 
symposium, is traditionally a ceremonial cup. The same wine serving is spo- 
ken of by Plutarch as the symbol for the unity of the table community.“ So 
also here, the ceremonial cup carries the symbolism of a unified table com- 
munity; thus the benediction over the cup should be said on behalf of all. 

The traditional wine benediction was as follows: “Blessed art Thou, O 
Lord, our God, King of the universe, Creator of the fruit of the vine.” To 
this may be compared the traditional wine benedictions that are found in the 
Greco-Roman tradition. In that tradition the prayer would be to Dionysus, 
the god of wine and, in the Greek view, the “creator of the fruit of the vine.” 

The form of the meal represented here clearly corresponds to that of the 
Greco-Roman banquet.” Such features as reclining, three courses, washing 
the hands, mixing the wine with water, and saying a blessing over the wine 
are some of the more obvious elements. This form of meal would evidently 
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be the one utilized on any occasion in which a formal, ceremonial meal was 
called for. This is consistent with the function of the banquet in the Greco- 
Roman world in general. 


The Passover Meal 

The Passover feast is one of the major festivals in the Jewish year. It was pri- 
marily a sacrificial meal prior to the destruction of the Temple in 70 c.r. and 
thus required a pilgrimage to Jerusalem where the sacrifice was held. The 
Passover sacrificial ritual differed from other sacrifices in that the layperson 
performed his own sacrifice, although presumably the priest would have to 
officiate in parts of it, most especially in the ritual activities concerning the 
sacred blood of the animal.“ 

The most elaborate description of a Passover meal is found in the seder (or 
“order”) in the Mishnah. However, “no fixed Seder liturgy was in existence 
before the second third of the second century c.£.”® This is the earliest date 
one can propose for the completion of the basic seder given here, although 
clearly it was adapted and augmented for many centuries afterward.’ Never- 
theless, it is not unlikely that this form had already begun to develop some of 
its basic features earlier in the Greco-Roman period. 

The Mishnah version of the Passover Seder is as follows: 


1) On the eve of Passover, close to minhah, one does not eat until it gets 
dark. And even a poor man in Israel does not eat until he reclines. And 
they do not give him less than four cups of wine, and even [if it must 
come] from the charity plate. 

2) They mix for him the first cup. The School of Shammai say, one 
recites the benediction over the day, and after that, one recites the bene- 
diction over the wine. But the School of Hillel say, one recites the bene- 
diction over the wine, and after that, one recites the benediction over 
the day. 

3) They bring before him. He dips with the lettuce until he reaches the 
course of bread. They bring before him unleavened bread, lettuce, fruit 
puree, and two cooked dishes, even though the fruit puree is not a com- 
mandment. Rabbi Eleazar bar Zadok says, “It is a commandment.” And 
in [the days of the] Temple, they used to bring before him the carcass of 
the paschal lamb. 

4) They mix for him the second cup. And here the son questions his 
father. But if the son has not [enough] knowledge, his father instructs 
him. "Why is this night different from all [other] nights? For on all 
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[other] nights we eat [either] leavened or unleavened bread; tonight, 
only unleavened. For on all [other] nights we eat various kinds of herbs; 
tonight, bitter herbs. For on all other] nights we eat flesh roasted, 
stewed, or boiled; tonight, only roasted. For on all [other] nights we dip 
once; tonight, twice.” And according to the understanding of the son, 
his father instructs him, beginning with disgrace and concluding with 
praise. And he expounds from “A wandering Aramaean was my father” 
[Deut 26:5] until he finishes the entire section. 

5) Rabban Gamliel used to say, “Anyone who has not said these three 
things on Passover has not fulfilled his obligation. And these are: paschal 
lamb, unleavened bread, bitter herbs.” “Passover” because the Place 
passed over the houses of our fathers in Egypt. “Unleavened bread” 
because our fathers were redeemed from Egypt. “Bitter herbs” because 
the Egyptians made bitter the lives of our fathers in Egypt. In each and 
every generation one is obligated to see himself as if he went out of 
Egypt, as it is said, “And you shall tell your son on that day saying, 
“Because of what the Lord did for me in my exodus from Egypt" [Exod 
13:8]. Therefore we are obligated to thank, to praise, to laud, to glorify, 
to exalt, to honor, to bless, to extol, and to adore him who has done for 
our fathers and for us all these signs, bringing us from slavery to free- 
dom, from sorrow to rejoicing, from mourning to a feast day, from 
darkness to great light, from servitude to redemption. And [therefore] 
let us say before him, Praise ye the Lord! 

6) How far does one recite? The School of Shammai say, “Up to, . . . the 
joyous mother of children” [Ps 113:9]. But the School of Hillel say, “Up 
to‘... flint into a spring of water” [Ps 114:8]. And one concludes with 
Redemption. Rabbi Tarphon says, “. . who redeemed us and redeemed 
our fathers from Egypt.” But he did not add a conclusion. Rabbi Akiba 
says, “Therefore, may the Lord, our God and the God of our fathers, 
bring us in peace to the other feasts and pilgrim festivals which are com- 
ing to meet us, while we rejoice in the building of your city and are glad 
in your service [worship]. And may we eat there from the sacrifices and 
from the paschal lamb etc. . . .” until “Blessed are you, O Lord, 
redeemer of Israel.” 

7) They mix for him the third cup. He says a benediction over his meal. 
[They mix for him] the fourth [cup]. He completes the Hallel over it 
and also says the benediction for the song over it. Between these cups, if 
one wishes to drink, let him drink. Between the third and the fourth he 
must not drink. 

8) They may not conclude after the paschal lamb with dessert. If some 
of them fell asleep, they may [continue to] eat. If all [fall asleep], they 
may not [continue to] eat. Rabbi Jose says, “If they take a nap, they may 
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[continue to] eat. If they fall into a deep sleep, they may not [continue 
to] eat.” 

9) The paschal lamb makes the hands unclean after midnight. The pig- 
gul and the Remnant make the hands unclean. "If one recites the bene- 
diction for the paschal lamb, it exempts [him from] the one for the festal 
offering. If one recites the one for the festal offering, it does not exempt 
{him from] the one for the paschal lamb.” These are the words of Rabbi 
Ishmael. Rabbi Akiba says, “That one does not exempt this one, and 
this one does not exempt that one." 


The form of the meal as indicated by these texts is virtually the same as 
that of the festal meal outlined above, except that it is more elaborate, 
includes more ceremonial cups of wine, and specifically rules out the dessert 
course. The four ceremonial cups of wine instead of two are evidently specific 
to the Passover tradition. The specification that there be no dessert on this 
occasion only points out the fact that a normal festal meal would include a 
dessert. For the Passover, however, there was a tradition that the paschal lamb 
be the last food served, thus the rule that there be no dessert course.?? 

The meal would not take place until dark (v. 1), marking the beginning of 
Passover evening and also marking this as a deipnon or evening meal. The 
serving of "lettuce" with the first cup of wine and up to the course of bread 
evidently corresponds to the appetizer course.’ There is some confusion in 
the text as to the beginning of the main course, but it appears to begin before 
the second cup. Here the traditional items of the Passover menu are served: 
unleavened bread, “bitter herbs" or lettuce, haroserh or “fruit puree,” and 
“two cooked dishes,” which evidently are meant to take the place of the 
paschal lamb. The text mentions that the paschal lamb was the main course 
prior to the destruction of the Temple, indicating a sense that this liturgy 
maintains a continuity with that earlier period. 

After the second cup, thus apparently during the “symposium,” the “table 
talk” takes place. This is consistent, of course, with the symposium tradition. 
Thus the fact that the meal took this form, in which specific subjects were 
designated for discussion over wine, corresponds to the form followed espe- 
cially in the philosophical schools and adapted into the general ideology of 
the Greco-Roman banquet. 

The third and fourth cups would represent additional ceremonial cups that 
had been added to the liturgy over the years. They obviously do not represent 
courses. And since the second, third, and fourth cups are all mentioned after 
the main course but during the “table talk,” they would evidently be a part of 
the symposium following the meal proper. The text nevertheless exhibits 
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some confusing elements that are evidently to be attributed to the growth 
and development of this tradition over the years. Thus the benediction over 
the meal mentioned after the third cup is evidently out of place and repre- 
sents a later development during a time when the order of the liturgy and the 
customary order of festal meals in general no longer matched. 

Not only is the meal form that of the Greco-Roman banquet, but also the 
literary form of the haggadah itself is related to the literary form of the sym- 
posium.55 This correlates with the point made earlier in this study that the 
symposium literary tradition tended to dominate virtually all reports of 
meals in this period. 

Here it is exhibited first of all in the aspects of meal form already noted: 
the specification that they recline, the division of the meal into two (or three) 
courses, and the benediction over the wine that begins the symposium 
proper.” But it is especially the “table talk” section (4-6), with its emphasis 
on appropriate subjects for discourse at table, that parallels the “proper” way 
a meal should be recorded according to the symposium tradition.’ Even the 
use of a question-and-answer format and the motif of instruction are part of 
the symposium tradition, as is the motif of composing etymological word 
games on the food.** 

Other features can also be seen to relate to the symposium form. For 
example, the fact that prayers are mentioned, as well as their form and place- 
ment (a blessing over the wine), are paralleled in symposium literature.” Fur- 
thermore, the reference to the accommodation of the poor at the table (v. 1) 
relates to the general ideology of the Greco-Roman banquet in which issues 
of social status are consistently addressed. Symposium literature is rich with 
such references.” 


BANQUET TRADITIONS AND JEWISH SECTARIAN GROUPS 


The Judaism of the Hellenistic and Roman periods, that is, the time between 
Ben Sira and the Mishnah, was especially characterized by the existence of a 
variety of sectarian groups! In many cases, these groups found meals to be 
an effective means for defining boundaries and group identity. They there- 
fore exemplify the continuing influence of Greco-Roman meal traditions in 
this period. 

Pharisees 

The pre-70 c.e. Pharisees have been characterized as a table fellowship sect 
because of the preponderance of evidence that purity of the table was a prime 
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concern of theirs.°? Indeed, it was their adherence to their own special tradi- 
tions in regard to the purity laws, and especially the dietary laws, that neces- 
sitated their separation from the rest of Judaism. This made the meals of the 
Pharisees take place separate from those of their compatriots. Jacob Neusner 
has persistently argued, however, that this in itself would not mean that they 
would celebrate communal meals together as a result of being Pharisees. 
But it does mean that their meals, wherever they were celebrated, would be 
taken under the aura of purity. 

In this sense, the table of the Pharisees was always sacred. This idea 
became fully established after the Temple’s destruction, as expressed in a 
third-century rabbinic source: “As long as the Temple stood, the altar atoned 
for Israel, but now a man's table atones for him.”* Neusner provides a help- 
ful description of the Pharisaic perspective: 


[According to the Pharisees] the table of every man possessed the same 
order of sanctity as the table of the cult. . . . Eating unconsecrated food 
as if one were a Temple priest at the Lord's table thus was one of the two 
indications that a Jew was a Pharisee, a sectarian. The other was metic- 
ulous tithing, Both the agricultural laws and purity rules in the end 
affected table fellowship: How and what one may eat. That is, they were 
“dietary laws." 


It is the Pharisees who are the primary innovators in the interpretation of 
the purity laws. They reinterpreted the cultic traditions connected with the 
temple to apply to private life, in effect relocating the place of purity from the 
temple to the community itself. Again, it is Neusner who clarifies this point: 


They [the Pharisees] therefore held one must eat his secular food, that is, 
ordinary, everyday meals, in a state of purity as if one were a Temple priest. 
The Pharisees thus arrogated to themselves—and to all Jews equally— 
the status of the Temple priests and did the things which priests must do 
on account of that status. The table of every Jew in his home was seen to 
be like the table of the Lord in the Jerusalem Temple.” 


Neusner's position, however, has been challenged, most notably by E. P. 
Sanders. Sanders argues that the concern about the purity of food among the 
Pharisees concerned priestly food (second tithe, sacrifices, and heave offer- 
ing) rather than ordinary food.“ Hannah K. Harrington has recently argued 
in favor of Neusner's position, concluding: “In no way do the Pharisees think 
of themselves as priests, but they do strive for a holiness above and beyond 
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what the Torah prescribed for the lay Israelite.” In light of the debate 
between Jesus and the Pharisees on handwashing before meals (Mark 7:1- 
15), which means that the Pharisees would be applying the laws of ritual 
purity to the table, Harrington's argument in support of Neusner makes 
sense. 

Understood in this way, the meals of the Pharisees can be seen to have 
functioned to mark the boundaries between them and others. As such, their 
meals functioned just like other meals in various other groups in the Greco- 
Roman world. 


Haverim 

Related to the Pharisees is a group identified in the Mishnah as haverim or 
“companions.” This group defined itself over against the larger body of Jews 
known as the 'emmei ha-‘erets or “people of the land." They are characterized 
by their punctilious observance of purity laws as opposed to the lax obser- 
vance of the ammei ha-'arets.”° Most scholars therefore interpret the term to 
be either a synonym for Pharisee, perhaps the name by which they knew 
themselves as opposed to the term Pharisee (or “separatist”), which was given 
to them by others,”! or a group formed within the Pharisaic movement.” 

In the Mishnah, a distinction is drawn between the haverim and the “rest 
of the people” (‘ammei ha-'arets). These Mishnaic texts are uniformly con- 
cerned with observance of purity laws and tithes, and consistently define the 
haver as one who upholds these as opposed to the ‘ammei ha-'arets.’? Since 
the purity laws and tithes also affected dietary laws and would then define 
who eats what and with whom, the identity of the haver would especially be 
associated with the table. Aharon Oppenheimer therefore concludes, “It is 
very probable that the havurah ['fellowship'] held communal meals.””* 

This correlates well with the meaning of the term haverim, a term that 
refers to a social grouping with an emphasis on the bonds of friendship, not 
unlike other terms used by Greco-Roman dining clubs to define them- 
selves.’> To organize on the model of a Greco-Roman club would be a com- 
mon option taken in the ancient world by various groups who sought to 
define themselves as distinct social entities within their social world.’ 


Essenes”” 

Both Philo and Josephus describe the Essenes as a sect within Judaism. Their 
descriptions coordinate well with what we read in the Dead Sea Scrolls about 
the community of Qumran. Consequently, the Qumran community is 
thought by most scholars to be an Essene community.”* 
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The Essenes disputed the authority of the ruling priestly families in 
Jerusalem and so had withdrawn from the rest of Judaism to set up a separate 
community defined by the temple purity laws. Purity was so closely associ- 
ated with the boundaries of the community that purification rituals were 
required for entrance into membership. Once one was a member, one was 
expected to observe all of the laws of purity in one's daily life and to live from 
day to day in a state of cultic purity even more demanding than that found 
in the Temple cult in Jerusalem.” An important focus of community life was 
the common meal, which came to be one of the strongest symbols of mem- 
bership in the community. 

The importance of the communal meal at Qumran is indicated in this 
summary statement from the Rule of the Community regarding community 
life: “They shall eat in common and bless in common and deliberate in com- 
mon" (1QS 6:2-3). Although the scrolls do not indicate how often the com- 
munal meals were held, Josephus notes that the Essene meals took place 
twice a day: once in the late morning, when they took a break from their 
morning labors, and once in the late afternoon, when they finished their 
labors for the day. Before each meal, Josephus notes, they would purify 
themselves with a bath and put on special garments. The scrolls also connect 
purificatory ablutions with entrance to the “pure meal” of the community 
(QS 5:13-14). 

The Rule of the Community describes the common meal as follows: 
“Wherever there are ten men of the Council of the Community there shall 
not lack a Priest among them. And they shall all sit before him according to 
their rank and shall be asked their counsel in all things in that order. And 
when the table has been prepared for eating, and the new wine for drinking, 
the Priest shall be the first to stretch out his hand to bless the first-fruits of the 
bread and new wine” (1QS 6:3-6). 

Like other gatherings of the community, the meal required at least “ten 
men” and the presence of a priest. No mention is made of women partici- 
pating in the meal, a point also made by Josephus.*! When they arrived in the 
dining room, the men were to sit “according to rank,” which corresponds to 
Josephus's note that they were served “in order.”** The meal began with a 
benediction by the priest, also emphasized by Josephus, who adds: “none 
may partake until after the prayer.”* Josephus also mentions a prayer by the 
priest at the end of the meal, a practice not referred to in the scrolls. 

Apparently, at the same gathering, there was to be the study of the law: 
“And where the ten are, there shall never lack a man among them who shall 
study the Law continually, day and night, concerning the right conduct of a 
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man with his companion. And the Congregation shall watch in community 
for a third of every night of the year, to read the Book and to study Law and 
to pray together” (1QS 6:6-8). It is notable that the study of the law is here 
connected with the assembly for the meal, corresponding to similar refer- 
ences in Ben Sira and the Mishnah, and in Philo's description of the meals of 
the Therapeutae (discussed below). This can be related to the philosophical 
tradition whereby elevated conversation was to be the symposium entertain- 
ment. Notice also that the specific focus for the study of the law concerns 
social ethics (“concerning the right conduct of a man with his companion”), 
a subject that is also related to the philosophic symposium tradition. 

The Rule of the Community specifies prayers over both the bread and the 
“new wine.” This does not mean that only bread was eaten; rather, the prayer 
over the bread would be intended to cover all the food. According to Jose- 
phus, the menu included bread and an unspecified common dish served to 
each participant.®° The reference to “new wine” is unusual, since it is not the 
normal term for wine but rather refers either to lightly fermented new wine 
or simply to grape juice. It would appear to correlate with the sobriety of the 
community that their wine had limited alcoholic content. 

One aspect of their cuisine appears to have been meat. At various locations 
at Qumran, burials of animal bones encased in pottery vessels have been 
found. The bones appear clearly to be remains from meals since they derive 
from edible animals (goats, sheep, oxen) and have been separated and cleaned 
of flesh. Why the remains of meals were buried so carefully remains a mys- 
tery. It has been suggested that they were remains of sacrificial meals, but no 
signs of sacrifice have been found at the site and burial of sacrificial remains 
in this manner is unprecedented, so this interpretation is problematic." 

‘Two separate rooms among the archaeological remains at Qumran have 
been proposed as dining halls. The original excavator, Roland de Vaux, pro- 
posed that a large rectangular room, 22 meters long and 4.5 meters wide, was 
the community dining hall. His identification was based on the fact that an 
adjacent room contained a storage cache of some one thousand serving ves- 
sels. He also noted that the room was designed so that it could be washed and 
drained with water, consistent with its proposed use for dining. There is no 
indication as to what the furnishings for dining might have been.** 

A reexamination of the excavation data by Pauline Donceel-Voüte has 
resulted in a new theory that the second floor of locus 30, previously identi- 
fied as the scriptorium, was instead used as a dining room.9 The plastered fur- 
nishings found in the debris from the room, originally identified by de Vaux 
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as a “bench” and “writing table,”” would in this reconstruction be identified 
as a low platform placed along the wall on which the “couches” (formerly 
identified as “writing tables") would rest. Doncecl-Voüte argues that this 
reconstruction better fits the form of the remains and, furthermore, corre- 
sponds more accurately to a known architectural pattern in the ancient 
world, since there are many examples of dining rooms being designed in this 
way whereas the proposed "bench" and "writing table" are unprecedented 
architecturally.” Donceel-Voüte's reconstruction of the arrangement of the 
furnishings suggests that the room could have held at least nine and possibly 
more reclining diners.”* While the aspect of reclining is the common one for 
ancient banquets, it must be noted that the scrolls describe diners at the com- 
munity meal as sitting (1QS 6:3-5). Donceel-Voüte's proposal has much in 
its favor, but it has not been widely accepted.” 

In many ways participation in the common table symbolized membership 
in the Qumran community. There was a two-year trial period for each initi- 
ate before being accepted into full membership, during which time “he shall 
not touch the pure Meal of the Congregation until one full year is com- 
pleted. . . . He shall not touch the Drink of the Congregation until he has 
completed a second year among the men of the Community” (1QS 
6:16-17). Josephus adds: “Before he may touch the common food, he is 
made to swear tremendous oaths.””* Similarly, exclusion from the meal for a 
specified time, usually a year, was a primary way in which members were dis- 
ciplined (1QS 6:24-25; 7:15-16; 7:18-20). 

This function of the meal as a boundary marker, setting the community 
apart from the outside world, is a feature it shared with meals in the culture 
at large. As we have noted elsewhere in this study, meals functioned as a cen- 
tral activity and focus for communal identity in groups of various kinds in 
the Greco-Roman world, such as clubs, funerary societies, and philosophical 
societies, as well other sectarian groups within Judaism, such as the Thera- 
peutae, and, as we will see further below, the Christians. 

There were also rules and regulations governing their behavior toward 
others within the community (“On joining the Community, this shall be 
their code of behavior with respect to all these precepts,” 1QS 5:7). These 
rules represented the same kinds of concerns as were found in Greco-Roman 
clubs: 


They shall rebuke one another in truth, humility, and charity. Let no 
man address his companion with anger, or ill-temper, or obduracy, or 
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with envy prompted by the spirit of wickedness. Let him not hate him 
[because of his uncircumcised] heart, but let him rebuke him on the 
very same day lest he incur guilt because of him. And furthermore, let 
no man accuse his companion before the Congregation without having 
first admonished him in the presence of witnesses. (1QS 5:24—6:1) 


This is the Rule for an Assembly of the congregation. Each man shall 
sit in his place: the Priests shall sit first, and the elders second, and all the 
rest of the people according to their rank. And thus shall they be ques- 
tioned concerning the Law, and concerning any counsel or matter com- 
ing before the Congregation, each man bringing his knowledge to the 
Council of the Community. 

No man shall interrupt a companion before his speech has ended, 
nor speak before a man of higher rank; each man shall speak in his turn. 
And in an Assembly of the Congregation no man shall speak without 
the consent of the Congregation, nor indeed of the Guardian of the 
Congregation. Should any man wish to speak to the Congregation, yet 
not be in a position to question the Council of the Community, let him 
rise to his feet and say: “I have something to say to the Congregation.” 
If they command him to speak, he shall speak. (1QS 6:8-13) 


Here we find parallels to the rules of Greco-Roman clubs.” Thus they are to 
abstain from speaking to one another in anger and from making frivolous 
accusations against another without bringing it to the community. In the 
assembly, each is to take his own place by rank and speak in turn in an 
orderly manner as directed by the chairman. 

Another description of the community meal, this one from The Rule of the 
Congregation (1QSa), uses imagery from the motif of the messianic banquet. 


This shall be the assembly of the men of renown called to the meeting 
of the Council of the community when [che Priest-] Messiah shall sum- 
mon them. He shall come [at] the head of the whole congregation of 
Israel with all [his brethren, the sons] of Aaron the Priests, [those called] 
to the assembly, the men of renown; and they shall sit [before him, each 
man] in the order of his dignity. And then [the Messiah of Israel shall 
[come], and the chiefs of the [clans of Israel] shall sit before him [each] 
in the order of his dignity, according to [his place] in their camps and 
marches, And before them shall sit all the heads of [family of the con- 
greglation, and the wise men of [the holy congregation,] cach in the 
order of his dignity. 

And [when] they shall gather for the common [tab]le, to cat and [to 
drink] new wine, when the common table shall be set for eating and the 
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new wine [poured] for drinking, let no man extend his hand over the 
first-fruits of bread and wine before the Priest; for [it is he] who shall 

bless the first-fruits of bread and wine, and shall be the first [to extend] 

his hand over the bread. Thereafter, the Messiah of Israel shall extend his 

hand over the bread, [and] all the Congregation of the Community 
[shall utter a] blessing, [each man in the order] of his dignity. It is 
according to this statute that they shall proceed at every me[al at which] 

at least ten men are gathered together. (1QS28a 2:1 1-22) 


Here the community meal is said to include not only the community, but 
also “the Priest-Messiah,” “the whole congregation of Israel,” “the sons of 
Aaron the Priests,” “the chiefs of the clans of Israel,” and “the Messiah of 
Israel.” The entire company processes in and sits “each in the order of his dig- 
nity.” Then, after the priest says the benediction over the bread, “the Messiah 
of Israel shall extend his hand over the bread, and all the congregation of the 
Community shall utter a blessing, each man in the order of his dignity.” This 
text superimposes over the formula of the regular community meal a descrip- 
tion of a banquet with the Messiah. The motif is that of the messianic or 
eschatological banquet, the banquet of the end-time, a theme that is widely 
reflected in biblical and extra-biblical tradition, as we will see further below. 
Based on this text, Frank Moore Cross, among others, has suggested that the 
Qumran community celebrated its common meals as a “liturgical anticipa- 
tion of the Messianic banquet.”” As I argue below, however, Cross’s inter- 
pretation still leaves open how we might imagine the presence of the Messiah 
liturgically realized at the Qumran meal. 

The Qumran meal is often identified as a “sacred meal” analogous with 
the Christian sacramental interpretation of the Lord’s Supper. The closest 
one gets to such a concept in the data is in Josephus’s reference to the 
Essenes entering the dining hall “as into some holy shrine” and practicing 
silence at the table so as to appear "to those outside . . . like some awful mys- 
tery.””” Notice, however, that Josephus is not referring to the meaning of 
the meal per se, but rather to the effect it might have had on others outside 
their community who observed them. It is a style of argument meant to 
persuade the reader that these meals were not run-of-the-mill pagan affairs, 
but rather had a form consistent with the strict rules of purity with which 
they were circumscribed. The Essene meal was certainly one in which ritual 
purity was sacrosanct, but to call it a sacred meal for that reason is not help- 
ful, particularly since, as we have already seen, the term sacred when applied 
to a meal in the ancient world can easily be used to apply to any Greco- 
Roman banquet.?® 
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Like the prototypical Greco-Roman banquet, the Essene meal functioned 
to define the boundaries of this community. By means of its rules of behav- 
ior largely derived from meal ethics and its use of the law as the banquet 
entertainment, it also functioned as a means to define the ethos of the com- 
munity. In addition, its enhancement of the meal boundaries using purity 
laws and its enhancement of its connection with the divine through evoking 
the myth of the messianic banquet served to give a distinctive definition to 
its version of the Greco-Roman banquet. 


Therapeutae 

The Therapeutae were a sectarian group in Egypt known to us solely by 
means of a description found in Philo. Many aspects about his description 
are similar to what we know about the Essenes, leading to the hypothesis that 
the Therapeutae were related in some way to the Essene movement. Like the 
Essenes, they formed themselves into a separate community for the purpose 
of “contemplation” and communal living. Central to their communal activi- 
ties were their gatherings for worship and common meals.” 

Philos description of their meals, like his description of the group as a 
whole, is clearly an idealization based on his desire to picture them as an ideal 
Jewish philosophical school. Thus it is not clear to what extent we may trust 
the picture he gives us. Several aspects appear valid; for example, the gather- 
ing for community meetings that included common meals in a large com- 
munity room fits the pattern at Qumran. As to the form of those meals, Philo 
describes what is in effect his own idealization of what a “proper” meal 
should be, utilizing the traditions of the symposium as the model for his 
description: 


Among the banquets held in Greece there are two celebrated and 
highly notable examples, namely those in which Socrates took 
part. ... That these deserve to be remembered was the judgment 
of men whose character and discourses showed them to be 
philosophers, Xenophon and Plato, who described them as wor- 
thy to be recorded, surmising that they would serve to posterity as 
models of the happily conducted banquet. . . . But since the story 
of these well-known banquets is full of such follies and they stand 
self-convicted in the eyes of any who do not regard conventional 
opinions and the widely circulated report which declares them to 
have been all that they should be, I will describe in contrast the 
festal meetings of those who have dedicated their own life and 
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themselves to knowledge and the contemplation of the verities of 
nature, following the truly sacred instructions of the prophet 
Moses, 100 


Philos relation to the symposium tradition is seen by the emphases in his 
description. Thus he notes the special views of the Therapeutae on such tra- 
ditional features as ranking at table, the presence of women at the table, why 
they eschew luxurious couches for austere ones, why free men rather than 
slaves serve, why water is served instead of wine, why no meat is served. ^! 
But especially, in contrast to the “unrestrained merry making" of Xenophon's 
account and the discussion on “common vulgar love” of Plato's account, ? 
he notes that the Therapeutae, in a setting of appropriate solemnity, engage in 
a discourse on the highest level, on “some question arising in the Holy Scrip- 
tures,”!® which is treated to the appropriate allegorical interpretation.'™ 
Philo thus uses symposium tradition itself as the source for his categories of 
the proper meal. Rather than refuting the symposium tradition, Philo 
embraces it, and thereby presents the Therapeutae as a group whose meal is 
modeled closely on the philosophical banquet tradition. ° 


THE BANQUET TRADITION AND JEWISH SEPARATISM 


In order to gain such familiarity with Greco-Roman banquet traditions, Jews 
must have dined frequently with their Gentile neighbors. Yet Jewish dietary 
laws would seem to have made this unlikely. How was a Jew to negotiate din- 
ing at the table of a Gentile? In fact, this was an issue of great concern in 
much of Second Temple Jewish literature, such as the Letter of Aristeas, or 
Tobit, or Joseph and Aseneth. In contrast, however, as we have seen above, Ben 
Sira seemed unconcerned about this issue, since he made no mention of the 
dietary laws even in the midst of detailed instructions about table etiquette 
while at the table of a foreign dignitary. Such distinctions in the data only 
serve to reinforce the statement of Alan Segal, when he concludes: "We do 
not know exactly how ordinary Jews, as opposed to strict Pharisees, observed 
the dietary laws in the first century.”'% 

Among the components of the dietary laws, the most central is the restric- 
tion regarding which animals can be eaten and which cannot.'” This was 
such a widespread practice within Judaism that in the ancient world Jewish 
identity came to be synonymous with abstinence from pork. Also tradition- 
ally a part of dietary laws is the restriction against the consumption of blood, 
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but it is not clear how widespread and in what form this would have been 
practiced at this period, particularly in diaspora Judaism. In addition, the 
category of “meat sacrificed to idols,” which is discussed in Paul's letters and 
elsewhere in the New Testament,” would constitute another component of 
“dietary laws.” These are the central dietary laws, but they do not exhaust the 
list. 

An additional category of dietary laws is the ritual washing of the hands 
before meals, which is a practice attributed primarily to Pharisees and repre- 
sents their application of Temple purity laws to the table. Jonathan Klawans, 
in a discussion of the debate on this issue between Jesus and the Pharisees as 
presented in Mark, suggests that the two views represented in this text, either 
for or against hand-washing before meals as a required ritual observance for 
all Jews, represent legitimate options within Jewish discourse of the first cen- 
tury.' Consequently, as suggested in this story in Mark, hand-washing as a 
ritual observance before meals was not universally practiced among Jews and 
could, in fact, be a boundary marker among Jews themselves. 

There are also several versions of dietary law observance in this period that 
define Gentile food in general, especially wine and oil, as impure. Some data 
would even suggest that Gentiles as Gentiles were ritually defiling and so 
should simply be avoided, beyond the issue of specific food restrictions. In 
general, these variations on Gentile pollution were related to the issue of idol- 
atry. Consequently, it is more appropriate to interpret the variations regard- 
ing specifically Gentile impurity as deriving from the perceived impurity 
inhering in the practice of idolatry. 

The connection of idolatry with table practices may be noted as early as 
Deuteronomy, where the dietary laws are juxtaposed with restrictions against 
idolatry (Deuteronomy 13-14) and in the context are made to represent 
ways in which Israel becomes “a people holy to the Lord your God . . . out of 
all the peoples on earth” (Deut 14:2). Similarly, Ezek 33:25 equates idolatry 
with eating unclean foods (“you eat flesh with the blood and lift up your eyes 
to your idols”) and Hos 9:3 connects unclean foods with the world of the 
Gentiles (“in Assyria they shall eat unclean food”). 

This connection of idolatry with impurity then influenced the dietary 
laws. In effect, the idea was that all Gentile food could be assumed to be 
tainted somehow through contact with idols. This was partly justified by the 
fact that at the Gentile table meat often came from the altar, and wine was 
usually offered in a libation before being drunk. Furthermore, prayers to the 
pagan deities were normal parts of Gentile meal customs. Under this inter- 
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pretation, therefore, all food, including not only meat but also wine, bread, 
and vegetables, would be subsumed under the same category, as food deemed 
to be impure by reason of its having come from the Gentile world.!'^ 

Thus the question would arise whether a Jew could dine at a Gentile’s 
table, or whether a Jew could invite a Gentile to his table. As Menahem Stern 
reminds us, Jews were widely known for their separatism throughout this 
period.''' Shaye Cohen notes, however, that while the dietary laws “were a 
barrier to free social intercourse between Jews and Gentiles,” nevertheless 
“we may not conclude that many or most diaspora Jews sought complete 
separation from their Gentile environment.”''? John Barclay adds that “the 
requirement of reciprocity in giving and receiving hospitality” in the ancient 
world would have made it quite difficult for Jews to interact with Gentiles 
according to recognized social conventions unless they were willing to accept 
and offer invitations to the table.''> An observant Jew could dine with a Gen- 
tile and simply watch what he ate, an option often mentioned in the litera- 
ture.!!4 Indeed, Gentile discussions of Jewish food customs seem to assume 
just that, since Gentile knowledge of these customs would imply observing 
Jews at table. 

The various dietary laws outlined above, including the issue of idolatry, 
should not be interpreted to mean that Gentiles were themselves ritually 
defiling, although that has often been suggested. Rather, as Klawans 
strongly states: “It is an error to assume that Jews in ancient times generally 
considered Gentiles to be ritually defiling, and it is even more of an error to 
assume that such a conception would have been an impediment to Jewish- 
Gentile interaction.”!!6 Klawans cites as support for this view the Letter of 
Aristeas, in which, on the one hand, the issue of Jewish separatism because of 
food laws is strongly stated: “So that we should be polluted by none nor be 
infected with perversions by associating with worthless persons, he has 
hedged us about on all sides with prescribed purifications in matters of food 
and drink and touch and hearing and sight” (142). On the other hand, Aris- 
teas provides instructions regarding the menu that allow the Jewish transla- 
tors to eat at the king's table, which they do for seven consecutive nights 
(181-86). Klawans notes that it is not ritual impurity that is the problem, 
but rather moral impurity, most clearly associated with idolatry. Thus when- 
ever the offensive foods are removed from the table, Jews and Gentiles can 
dine together.'!” 

To the Gentile world, the Jewish abstinence from pork was the primary 
dietary law by which Jews were to be identified.!!* It became a standard feature 
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of pagan characterization of Judaism, along with other customs such as cir- 
cumcision and observation of the Sabbath. Generally speaking these were 
viewed as odd customs that set the Jews apart as a people, but it is incorrect 
to assume that they regularly produced among non-Jews hatred or animos- 
ity toward Jews.!? Indeed, Greek and Roman ethnographers were fond of 
collecting bits of odd data about various ethnic groups in the Mediterranean 
world.'?° What is interesting about the discussions of Jewish abstinence 
from pork by the pagan writers is that they tend not to have a clear under- 
standing of the reasoning behind it. They are only vaguely familiar with its 
connection with a wider system of dietary laws (e.g., Plutarch, Zable Talk 
669C: Jews abstain from “the most legitimate meat"; 670E: they also 
abstain from the hare). Furthermore, they generally do not assume that 
abstinence from pork means that Jews must also abstain from all table fel- 
lowship with non-Jews. 

An especially helpful discussion is found in Plutarch's Table Talk. Here he 
has collected various items of trivia about meal customs that are useful for 
discussions at the symposium. Other subjects include: “Why old men are 
very fond of strong wine” (1.7), “Why fresh water instead of sea water is used 
to wash clothes” (1.9), “Why men become hungrier in autumn” (2.2), 
“Whether the hen or the egg came first” (2.3), “Why women are least liable 
to intoxication and old men most quickly liable” (3.3), “On those who are 
said to cast an evil eye” (5.7), and “Why the Pythagoreans used to abstain 
from fish more strictly than from any other living creature” (8.8). Among 
these varied subjects, one finds discussions of “Whether the Jews abstain 
from pork because of reverence or aversion for the pig” (4.5) and “Who the 
god of the Jews is” (4.6). 

Here in Plutarch, the identity of the Jewish god is argued to be Dionysus, 
especially on the basis that Jews hold many sacred feasts that correspond in 
manner and season to those of Dionysus. The argument about pork takes a 
similar course. On the one hand, it is argued that the Jews honor the pig; if 
they abhorred it they would kill it rather than abstain from killing it. Another 
version of this argument is found in Petronius, who refers to a folk tradition 
that the Jews worship the pig. The other argument in Plutarch is that the 
Jews actually abhor the pig because it is a dirty and loathsome animal that is 
connected with the disease of leprosy. 

Clearly there is very little direct experience with Jewish religious sensibili- 
ties among this group of Greco-Roman intellectuals. Indeed, their informa- 
tion appears to come largely from Greek ethnographic lore and traditions 
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and is essentially neutral, without the rancor that developed in other areas 
where conflicts between Jews and Greeks had become more pronounced. 

In other cases, however, references to the separatism of the Jews were more 
strident and negative. Tacitus, for example, enumerates a variety of specifics 
about Jewish beliefs and practices to support his view that their customs are 
“sinister and abominable and owe their vigor to their depravity,” among 
which he lists the observation that “in dining and in sleeping, they keep 
themselves strictly apart.”'?! Diodorus attributes their refusal to eat with 
Gentiles to their “hatred of humanity." !?? 

Within Judaism itself, the issue of separatism was often strongly defended. 
Jewish literature of this period contains many examples of the literary ideal- 
ization of the separate table. These stories are all examples of what has been 
called the Diasporanovelle because they are characterized as “tales which 
envisage situations in which exiled Jews were threatened with mortal danger, 
but in the end were dramatically delivered.”' According to the standard 
motif, the heroes and heroines are individuals who either serve or are subju- 
gated by a foreign king and must choose whether they will live by the laws of 
the king or by their own laws. The context for that decision tends to be a 
meal in the court of the king. 

This is the case, for example, in Daniel, where the plot in the early part of 
the story revolves around the theme that the king wished to feed the chosen 
Israelite youths from the food of his own table. “But Daniel resolved that he 
would not defile himself with the royal rations of food and wine” (1:8). 
Rather, he asked that he and his companions be given vegetables and water. 
In the course of the story, his decision is confirmed by the greater health he 
and his companions exhibit versus those who ate the king's diet (1:9-16). 
What exactly is defiling about the king's food is not stated, but since it is wine 
as well as meat, it would appear that idolatry is the primary motif since wine 
derived its impurity from its use in idolatrous libations. 

That connection is more clearly made in the Greek additions to Esther, in 
which she states, “I have not honored the king's feast or drunk the wine of 
libations” (14:17), making a more direct connection with idolatry as that 
which pollutes the food. Similarly, Judith refuses to eat the food and wine 
from the king’s own table; rather, she eats what she has purposely brought 
with her (12:1-2,19). Tobit does the same when he is an exile in a foreign 
land. Whereas his countrymen had all committed the apostasy of idolatry 
(1:5), Tobit says of himself: “After I was carried away captive to Assyria and 
came as a captive to Nineveh, everyone of my kindred and my people ate the 
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food of the Gentiles, but I kept myself from eating the food of the Gentiles. 
Because I was mindful of God with all my heart . . .” (1:10-12).'24 These 
texts all idealize Jewish heroes and heroines who abstain from Gentile food as 
a means of maintaining their Jewish identity. In all these cases the context is 
that of conflict with the Gentile world, and Gentile food in general is pro- 
scribed, notably even Gentile wine, along with the characteristic Gentile 
abomination, idolatry. 

The story of the Maccabean revolt presents a classic case of a conflict over 
dietary laws. In the texts describing this event and glorifying the family of the 
Maccabees, the dietary laws emerge as a key to Jewish identity. The texts allude 
to a group within Judaism who had reached a compromise with the Seleucid 
king, Antiochus. They are described as having forsaken the law, especially 
signified by the fact that “they sacrificed to idols and profaned the Sabbath” 
(1 Macc 1:43). In contrast, the righteous ones are described as follows: “But 
many in Israel stood firm and were resolved in their hearts not to eat unclean 
food. They chose to die rather than to be defiled by food or to profane the 
holy covenant; and they did die" (1 Macc 1:62-63). Eventually the temple 
itself is profaned, symbolizing the fact that the conflict is one that involves the 
very center of the cult. Thus the eating of unclean food here becomes con- 
nected with the apostasy of idolatry and the profanation of the temple. 

According to 2 Maccabees, the issue at the center of the conflict is whether 
“to partake of the sacrifices," which were made up of “unfit . . . abominable 
offerings that were forbidden by the laws” (6:4-5,7). Eventually, the Jewish 
leader Eleazar was tortured by being forced to eat swine's flesh, but he chose 
to die instead (6:18). The same story is repeated throughout this book, as 
seven brothers and their mother all face the same fate. They become martyrs 
for the faith of Judaism and an example for all Jews of this period, because 
they chose death rather than eat profaned food or “the flesh of the sacrificial 
meal” (6:21). 

Joseph and Aseneth is another writing from this period that refers to dietary 
laws, but here the primary context is a story in which a Gentile becomes a 
Jew. Once more the story includes a reference to a court setting, since Joseph 
is at the court of Pharaoh. The text assumes that being Jewish means that one 
would not eat Gentile food; thus “Joseph never ate with the Egyptians, for 
this was an abomination to him” (7:1). Here also, the problem with Gentile 
food seems to be its connection with idolatry. 

All of the texts mentioned to this point present idealizations of Judaism. 
From their viewpoint, the definition of Judaism must include avoidance of 
Gentile food. These heroes and heroines of the faith exemplify that attitude, 
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sometimes to the point of death, by refusing to eat even the food from the 
table of the king. Yet, as pointed out above in the illustration from Aristeas, if 
an appropriate menu was provided, then Jews could dine at a Genrile's table. 

One way in which such menu provisions were defined was by means of 
the so-called Noahide Laws.'?° This refers to a tradition found in rabbinic lit- 
erature that defines a set of laws intended for all humankind, not just Jews. 
These would represent the standards that God would require of all human- 
ity, while the more specific commands of the Torah were given to the Jews 
alone. The most detailed version of this tradition is found in the Talmud, 
where various midrash traditions combine biblical texts, such as the promise 
of God to Noah, and the purity regulations designated for Gentiles who 
reside in Israelite territory (Leviticus 17-26). 

The key text is Gen 9:1-17. Here God makes a covenant with “all flesh” 
that is signified by the rainbow (9:17). Included in that covenant are refer- 
ences to specific laws incumbent upon its recipients, including murder (9:6) 
and the eating of blood: “Only you shall not eat flesh with its life, that is, its 
blood” (9:4). This restriction against the eating of blood is repeated in the 
rules for “sojourners” (“aliens who reside among you”) in Leviticus (17:10- 
16), along with other restrictions such as abstaining from idolatry (17:7-9) 
and incest (18:6-26). Later rabbinic tradition lists from six to as many as ten 
tules in this category, including especially the acknowledgment of the one 
true God, an idea that is implied in the restriction against idolatry in Leviti- 
cus. These lists do not include such essential items as circumcision or the full 
range of purity laws because they are specifically designated for righteous 
Gentiles. As is indicated in the category of “sojourners” in the land of Israel 
in Leviticus, the idea is to provide a minimum list of laws that will allow Jews 
and Gentiles to coexist and intermingle. 

It is not known how early this interpretation developed. But a reference 
from the second century B.C.E. is found in Jub. 7:20-21, where Noah is said 
to have handed down certain laws: “But he bore witness to his sons so that 
they might do justice and cover the shame of their flesh and bless the one 
who created them and honor father and mother, and each one love his 
neighbor and preserve themselves from fornication and pollution and from 
all injustice.”'?7 Still another early reference to the righteousness required of 
Gentiles, this one from the first century, is found in the Sibylline Oracles 
4:24-35: 


Happy will be those of mankind of earth who will love the great God, 
blessing him before drinking and eating, putting their trust in piety. 
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They will reject all temples when they see them, altars too, useless foun- 
dations of dumb stones (and stone statues and handmade images) 
defiled with blood of animate creatures, and sacrifices of four-footed 
animals. They will look to the great glory of the one God and commit 
no wicked murder, no deal in dishonest gain, which are most horrible 
things. Neither have they disgraceful desire for another's spouse or for 
hateful and repulsive abuse of a male. 


Another well-known version from the late first or early second century 
C.E. is found in Acts 15. Here the issue is how to provide a means for Jews 
and Gentiles to intermingle in the same community. Here again there is 
recourse to a basic list of purity requirements connected with the Noahide 
Law tradition: “Therefore I have reached the decision that we should not 
trouble those Gentiles who are turning to God, but we should write to them 
to abstain only from things polluted by idols and from fornication and from 
whatever has been strangled and from blood” (Acts 15:19-20).!?8 

Thus, although we cannot assume that the full-fledged rabbinic version of 
the Noahide Laws was extant in the time of Acts, there is clear evidence that 
there were some versions of this tradition to be found in various segments of 
Judaism. They provided a specific means to deal with the problem of food 
connected with idolatry when Gentiles and Jews dined together. 


THE MESSIANIC BANQUET 


An important metaphorical use of banquet ideology in Jewish thought is 
found in the tradition of the so-called messianic banquet. This was a wide- 
spread motif found in various stages and forms of Jewish literature and 
constitutes a significant contribution to the banquet ideology of the Greco- 
Roman period.'?? 

Asa beginning point, it might be best to define the term messianic banquet 
in the broadest possible way. This aids one in sifting through the data and 
represents best the variety of ways in which the term is used in scholarship. 
Rather than referring only to banquet imagery where there is specific refer- 
ence to the Messiah, therefore, I will use the term to refer to the general sym- 
bolism of food and/or a festive meal to signify immortality and/or the joys of 
the end-time or afterlife. The terms eschatological banquet and apocalyptic 
banquet are often used in this more general sense. 

As is suggested by this definition, the messianic banquet motif is especially 
associated with apocalyptic traditions in Judaism. However, like other apoc- 
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alyptic motifs, the messianic banquet has its origins in a complex mytholog- 
ical heritage from the ancient Near East and is supplemented in the later 
periods by Hellenistic parallels.!5? 


The Motif of Sacred Foods 

One motif connected with the messianic banquet theme places the emphasis 
on the numinous quality of certain symbolic foods. The characteristic theme 
here is that of the “food of the gods,” which confers immortality on anyone 
who eats it. A prominent motif expressing this idea in ancient Near Eastern 
mythology is the “tree of life,” whose fruit is deemed to have special life-giv- 
ing qualities (as in Gen 2:9).?! There are echoes of this motif in the symbol- 
ism of the menorah in the biblical cult.'?? Apocalyptic literature utilizes it to 
represent the gift of eternal life to be given by God to the righteous at the 
end-time. For the Greeks the “food of the gods” was ambrosia and the 
“drink of the gods” was nectar; these conferred immortality on all who par- 
took of them." In the Jewish work Joseph and Aseneth, a honeycomb is iden- 
tified as the food of the angels that provides immortality to all who eat of 
it 5 

The bestowal of *life" in the sense of immortality or eternal life at the 
end-time is connected with other symbolic foods as well. Prominent 
images include basic foods such as water, wine, bread, and fish.’ In Odes 
Sol. 6:8-18, it is the "living water of eternity" that snatches the soul from 
death; so also in John 4:10-14 the “living water" of Jesus is “a spring of 
water gushing up to eternal life." In Rev 22:1-2 and 17-19, the “water of 
life” is equated with the “tree of life" as a divine substance that imparts eter- 
nal life at the end-time. 

In the Greek tradition wine is considered to be the gift of the god Diony- 
sus to mortals, and its effects, ranging from pleasure to literary inspiration, 
are viewed as the blessings of the god,'* an idea that is echoed in some Jew- 
ish traditions as well.'“° One interpretation among the Greeks was the idea 
that in drinking wine one would thereby consume the god; furthermore, 
Dionysiac beliefs also included the promise of a happy afterlife, although this 
was not necessarily related specifically to wine-drinking.'*' In Joseph and 
Aseneth, however, the “cup of immortality” refers to a beverage that guaran- 
tees eternal life in heaven to those who drink it along with the “bread of life” 
and the “ointment of incorruptibility.”'*? ` 

Bread as a numinous food in biblical tradition is especially related to the 
miraculous bread from heaven, or manna, where it is also associated with the 
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miraculous water from the rock.!9 These miraculous foods take on numi- 
nous quality in a long and complex midrash tradition that is reflected 
throughout our literature. The bread becomes “the bread of angels,” an 
apparent reference to the divine food eaten by angels,'* and, as “bread of 
life,” it is a food that confers eternal life on those who eat it.!^ Philo inter- 
prets manna and rock to be types of the /ogos, or word and wisdom of God, 
which nourish the soul." For Paul, manna and water from the rock are 
interpreted as “spiritual food” and “spiritual drink” and as symbolic of the 
Christian Lord's Supper." 

Another creation theme that becomes a part of the messianic banquet tra- 
dition is the myth of Leviathan, one of the names given to the primordial sea 
monster representing the power of the sea, whose defeat in a cosmic battle is 
a constituent part of the combat motif in many ancient Near Eastern cre- 
ation myths. In the Old Testament, the destruction of Leviathan by God rep- 
resents God's power over chaos. The idea that Leviathan is not only 
destroyed but also provided as food becomes a symbol for the provision of 
divine food for the righteous in the new age. The widespread fish symbol- 
ism that occurs in Jewish and Christian art as well as in the New Testament 
has been interpreted to signify fish as a numinous or eschatological food, an 
idea developed at least partially from the Leviathan myth. 


The Motif of the Divine Banquet 
This is the primary messianic banquet motif, since it places the emphasis on 
the banquet itself, a banquet at which the Messiah is deemed to be present. 
This theme has its apparent roots in another pattern found in certain ancient 
Near Eastern creation myths. These myths tell of a great battle being waged 
in the divine sphere. When the battle has been won, the gods assemble and 
celebrate the victory with a great banquet.!5! Here the myth echoes the cul- 
tural tradition of the festive meal as the primary social institution for cele- 
brating victory and deliverance.'®? Since apocalyptic literature takes up the 
combat and victory motif, the banquet of celebration becomes a part of its 
repertoire as well.!> 

This tradition is reflected in the description of the victory/coronation 
banquet of David in 1 Chron 12:38-40, a passage with strong messianic 
overtones. Here the warriors gather and celebrate with their new king, the 
prototype of the Messiah. The nations come bearing gifts in tribute and 
“there was joy in Israel” (v. 40). This description reflects the form of the ban- 
quet of the end-time, which is given a classic description in Isa 25:6-8: 
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On this mountain the Lord of hosts will make for all peoples a feast of 
rich food, a feast of well-aged wines, of rich food filled with marrow, of 
well-aged wines strained clear. And he will destroy on this mountain the 
shroud that is cast over all peoples, the sheet that is spread over all 
nations; he will swallow up death for ever. Then the Lord God will wipe 
away the tears from all faces, and the disgrace of his people he will take 
away from all the earth; for the Lord has spoken. 


These texts provide a summary of the basic motifs that come to be associated 
with the messianic banquet: victory over the primordial enemies (e.g., 
death), eternal joyous celebration, abundance of food, the presence of the 
Messiah, judgment, and the pilgrimage of the nations. 

Thus, for example, in / Enoch, on that day when the Lord shall triumph 
over the kings and other rulers of the earth, they will be judged and will 
become victims of God's wrath. Then a “sacrifice” (for the banquet) will be 
provided and “the righteous and elect ones . . . shall eat and rest and rise with 
that Son of Man forever and ever” (62:12-14). Here judgment is expressed in 
terms of divine reversal; those who suffer now will rejoice “in that day”; those 
who hunger now will feast in the future. Others who may find a share at the 
table are those who give bread to the hungry in this life.!5* The table will be 
one with lavish provision of food and wine.’ Indeed, it will be a table at 
which, when the “Messiah is revealed,” the primordial representatives of 
chaos, the monsters Behemoth and Leviathan, will be eaten.!5* 

The messianic banquet is sometimes represented as a wedding banquet, a 
motif that is closely related to the victory banquet in its mythological origins 
and connections with the themes of victory and kingship of the god.” More 
specifically, this motif is related to the theme of the “sacred marriage,” a con- 
cept with a rich heritage from ancient Near Eastern myth and ritual.5* This 
theme is especially prominent in biblical literature as a symbol for the rela- 
tionship of God to the people of Israel,'® or, in the New Testament, as a sym- 
bol for the relationship of Christ to the church.'® The wedding banquet as a 
reflection of the sacred marriage theme is found in Song of Songs, but 
more important for apocalyptic thought is Isa 54:5—55:5, where the theme 
of a divine marriage (54:5) is combined with a joyful feast characterized by 
abundance of food (55:1-2), vindication for the righteous (54:6-17), and the 
pilgrimage of the nations (55:5). This theme is then taken up in the New Tes- 
tament, where it becomes a prominent image for the joys of the kingdom in 
the Gospel tradition, especially in the parables and the miracle at Cana." In 
Revelation it is the primary motif for the messianic banquet.!® 
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Among the Greeks and Romans, the festive banquet was utilized as a sym- 
bol for the joyous afterlife, a theme especially associated with Orphic and 
Dionysiac beliefs.'™ This idea is also associated with funerary reliefs that pic- 
ture the deceased reclining at a festive meal, although there is some debate 
whether this motif is meant to refer to an eschatological banquet or whether 
it simply idealizes the past life of the deceased.'° 


The Evidence for Actual Communal Meals 

The examples mentioned to this point represent the symbolic use of meal 
motifs in literature and art that sometimes, but not always, have some con- 
nection to actual meals. Some texts, however, are more explicit in connecting 
the theme of the messianic banquet to actual meals of a community. The 
communal meals at Qumran, for example, as we have already seen, seem to 
have been defined as a proleptic messianic banquet, since the description of 
the meal is heavily liturgical in form and, furthermore, includes the presence 
of the Messiah.'® The interpretation of the Passover meal in Judaism also 
had eschatological overtones.'” 

Other examples are less clear. E. R. Goodenough, for example, has pro- 
posed the existence of a “mystic meal” in Hellenistic Judaism based especially 
on texts from Philo and meal symbolism found on Jewish monuments, but 
his conclusions are largely discredited today.!& The meal references in Joseph 
and Aseneth have suggested to many interpreters that actual ritual meals with 
cultic significance were being referred to, but the data is complex and subject 
to varying interpretations.’ From the world of the Greeks and Romans, the 
funerary banquet whereby the family and friends of the deceased would com- 
memorate his death has been interpreted to signify in some sense the prolep- 
tic enjoyment of the eschatological banquet in the afterlife, but this 
interpretation is still much debated.'”° The ancient Near Eastern version of 
the funerary banquet, known as the marzeah, has also been interpreted to 
have eschatological overtones as well as connections with the sacred marriage 
theme. "! 


‘The Messianic Banquet as a Mythological Meal 

In its role as a representation of the numinous being made available to 
humans, the messianic banquet is in its essence a mythological meal. It rep- 
resents food and/or beings from a timeless, mythological world. To the extent 
that reference is made to real people and real history, such references are by 
definition made mythological as well. Indeed, the texts in which messianic 
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banquets are presented are by and large literary idealizations. They do not 
describe real meals, but rather idealize meals on a divine plain. 

For this reason, significant doubt must be raised as to the existence of a 
messianic banquet as a real meal. All of our references are in texts that have 
clearly idealized meals and represented them as participating in the mytho- 
logical world. The Qumran messianic banquet text, for example, simply 
places the Messiah within the context of their normal community meal. How 
the presence of the Messiah was understood in that context is unclear from 
the text. Though the text can be read as a “liturgical anticipation” of the mes- 
sianic banquet, as Cross carefully puts it, what that phrase actually means is 
left open. We simply do not know to what extent this concept, in which the 
meal was idealized as one at which the Messiah was present, was actually real- 
ized in liturgical form. Similar problems will be raised when we come to the 
Christian material. In general, it seems prudent to distinguish between liter- 
ary idealizations of such meals and our reconstructions of how they may 
actually have been conducted and interpreted. 


CONCLUSION 


The meal traditions in Judaism are often studied as if they were a unique phe- 
nomenon. This study has attempted to place them in the broader world of 
the Greco-Roman banquet. 

To be sure, there were distinctive features in the Jewish tradition, but the 
form taken by Jewish meals in the Greco-Roman period on any particular 
occasion or in any particular setting was that of the Greco-Roman banquet. 
Furthermore, the ideology of the meal was also that of the Greco-Roman 
banquet. Indeed, the literary tradition utilized to describe Jewish meals 
largely derived from the Greek symposium tradition. Especially notable is 
the way that meals functioned to define group identity within Judaism, as 
different groups distinguished themselves from the rest of Judaism by their 
table practices. 

Nevertheless, there were some features that were distinctive to the Jewish 
banquet tradition. The dietary laws were such a feature, as was the tradition 
of the messianic banquet, although there were echoes of the latter in Greek 
tradition as well. Nevertheless, the dietary laws also represented a more pre- 
cise and specific way in which meals functioned to define boundaries. So 
also, the messianic banquet represented a mythologization of the festive or 
joyous banquet that was a part of the common banquet tradition. 
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Jewish meals of the Second Temple period are seen to be embedded in the 
Greco-Roman banquet tradition in form, ideology, and literary descriptions. 
Though there were some distinctive aspects to Jewish meal traditions, these 
are best interpreted as subdivisions of the general banquet tradition and often 
can be seen as variations of common aspects of that tradition. 





CHAPTER 7 


THE BANQUET IN THE 
CHURCHES OF PAUL 


But when Cephas came to Antioch I opposed him to his face, because 
he stood self-condemned; for until certain people came from James, he 
used to eat with the Gentiles. But after they came, he drew back and 
kept himself separate for fear of the circumcision faction. And the other 
Jews joined him in this hypocrisy, so that even Barnabas was led astray 
by their hypocrisy. But when I saw that they were not acting consistently 
with the truth of the gospel, I said to Cephas before them all, “If you, 
though a Jew, live like a Gentile and not like a Jew, how can you compel 
the Gentiles to live like Jews?” 


—Gal 2:11-14 


When you come together, it is not really to eat the Lord's supper. For 
when the time comes to eat, each of you goes ahead with your own sup- 
per, and one goes hungry and another becomes drunk. What! Do you 
not have homes to eat and drink in? Or do you show contempt for the 
church of God and humiliate those who have nothing? What should I 
say to you? Should I commend you? In this matter I do not commend 
you! . . . So then, my brothers and sisters, when you come together to 
cat, wait for one another. If you are hungry, eat at home, so that when 
you come together, it will not be for your condemnation. 

—1 Cor 11:20-22, 33-34a 


The only texts in the New Testament that specifically describe early Christian 
meals are the two quoted above. Both, of course, come from Paul. The first 
is his reference in his letter to the Galatians to an event that had taken place 
earlier at Antioch. The second is taken from his instructions to the Corinthi- 
ans about how they should conduct their meal, which he terms the Lord’ 
supper. Though only these texts actually describe early Christian meals, there 
are numerous allusions elsewhere in Paul's letters that allow us to fill out fur- 
ther details of the practices in his churches. 
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Even before Paul arrived on the scene, the Christian community already 
centered its communal gatherings around meals. How this practice devel- 
oped has been explained in various ways, ranging from some form of Jewish 
meal to a specific type of Greco-Roman meal. This study provides what I 
argue is a more adequate explanation for the origin of early Christian meals. 
We have discovered that the very idea that sectarian groups should gather at 
meals was strongly embedded in Greco-Roman culture. When early Chris- 
tians met for meals, they were engaging in a practice common to all religious 
people and sectarian groups in the ancient world. Like other such groups, 
they utilized the banquet institution with its rich symbolism and adapted it 
according to their own special needs and emphases. Thus the origin of early 
Christian meals is not to be found in any one type or originating event but 
rather in the prevailing custom in the ancient world for groups to gather at 
table. 

I would also argue that the references in Paul to meals at Antioch and 
Corinth represent the same basic meal tradition. In other words, what Paul 
calls “the Lord’s supper” at Corinth (1 Cor 11:20) is also what was being 
practiced at Antioch (Gal 2:11-12). Likewise the understanding Paul applied 
to the meal at Antioch would also inform his interpretation at Corinth. In 
addition, as I will argue below, we may assume that similar meal practices 
would have been common at other Pauline churches, including especially 
Galatia and Rome. 

Not only did the meals and their attendant problems derive from banquet 
tradition, but, as I will argue, so did much of Paul's theological discourse in 
regard to the meaning and practice of the meal. This is consistent with the 
fact that, as scholars have often noted, Paul's theology does not develop in a 
vacuum but out of a dialogue with the situations that developed in his 
churches. As Paul faced problems at the meal, he was able to provide solu- 
tions that developed in dialogue with traditional banquet ideology. He took 
the pre-existing ideological structure of the proper banquet and recast it in 
Christian terms. But that should not surprise us, for he himself compared the 
pagan meal with the Christian meal, as if they were two sides of the same 
coin: “You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons. You 
cannot partake of the table of the Lord and the table of demons” (1 Cor 
10:21). 

A quick summary of my argument will illustrate how the meal texts in 
Paul are firmly embedded in banquet ideology. The meal controversies at 
both Antioch and Corinth (and Rome as well) derive from the nature of the 
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meal to create social boundaries. At Antioch, Paul's dispute with Peter arises 
when Peter separates himself from the Gentile table, thus creating two tables 
within one community, one Jewish Christian, and the other Gentile Chris- 
tian, For Paul, this contradicts “the truth of the gospel” (Gal 2:14) because it 
implies a separation within the community of faith, a community in which 
there is to be “neither Jew nor Greek” (Gal 3:28). At Corinth, Paul addresses 
an issue in which the community is eating separately rather than together. 
This has the effect of creating a collection of “individual meals” rather than 
one community meal. Only the latter can be called the “Lord’s supper” (1 
Cor 11:18-21). Thus Paul counsels that they should eat together rather than 
separately (1 Cor 11:33). 

As Paul develops his arguments, he will refer to the power of the meal to 
create social bonding and define social boundaries. His arguments for social 
ethics within the community will draw on banquet traditions of social obli- 
gation toward one’s meal companions. He will respond to issues of social 
stratification at the table but will especially develop the theme of social equal- 
ity. In his discussion of early Christian worship, he will utilize many features 
from the rules of banquet entertainment, suggesting that worship took place 
at the community table. These themes also inform other sections of Paul’s 
theology and ethics beyond the texts immediately concerned with the meals 
at Antioch and Corinth. 

Let me clarify once more what is distinctive to my approach. Contrary to 
a large body of previous scholarship, I will not be arguing that Paul utilized a 
particular form of meal, such as the Passover meal or the meal of the mystery 
cults, as his model. I am instead referring to a generic meal model from the 
culture, one which, importantly, is utilized by groups throughout the Greco- 
Roman world, including Judaism and the mystery cults. 

On the other hand, readers will also note that I have not taken the Lord's 
Supper tradition quoted by Paul at 1 Cor 11:23-26 to be the primary deter- 
minant for his meal theology. It is clearly a tradition that he derives from 
other sources; it is not one he creates. Furthermore, he quotes it as an author- 
itative resource. But it must be interpreted in order for it to have any mean- 
ing, and that is what Paul does. He gives it a singular interpretation that is his 
own and that derives from banquet ideology. Thus his overall discussion and 
model for the meal does not, in fact, come from the Lord’s Supper tradition 
but from the generic banquet tradition. But once more that should not sur- 
prise us, for the Lord’s Supper tradition is itself to be seen as a variation on 
generic banquet tradition; indeed, that is how Paul reads it. 
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THE COMMUNITY MEAL IN THE CHURCHES OF PAUL 
The earliest reference to a Christian meal is at Antioch, a meal described in 
Paul's letter to the Galatians. The meal had taken place earlier and is brought 
into the discussion by Paul because he sees it as relevant to the issues at Gala- 
tia. As he describes the Antioch meal, it seems clear that the custom in Chris- 
tian groups of eating a community meal together is presupposed, for Paul 
does not need to qualify or explain the practice to the Galatians. Further- 
more, no question is raised as to its origins. Rather, it seems to be a tradition 
that predates Paul and that he accepts and continues to promote. 

It is also clear that the Antioch meal was not a mere social occasion. 
Rather, it was a significant ritual event in the life of the church that carried 
important theological meaning. If this were not the case, Paul’s argument 
would not make sense. Thus it can be called an early form of liturgy in the 
church. 

Paul's description also suggests that a similar meal was common among 
Jerusalem Christians; otherwise the issue when the guests from Jerusalem 
arrived would not have been which table but why have a community table at 
all. Furthermore, though no meal practices of the church at Galatia are men- 
tioned, it is fair to assume that they practiced communal meals similar to 
those at Antioch. Paul’s use of the Antioch incident in the Galatian letter 
would then make more sense. As we analyze the Galatian letter below, further 
evidence will emerge to support this hypothesis. On the other hand, the bur- 
den of proof is not as great as one might think, for, as I have argued through- 
out this study, meals were so common for all groups in the ancient world that 
one can virtually assume that Christian groups would have met for meals 
unless there is evidence to the contrary. 

In Corinth, the church also celebrated a community meal together. Here 
we again find evidence to suggest that such meals were regular components 
of their meetings. According to 1 Corinthians 11, the phrases “when you 
come together as a church” (1 Cor 11:17-18) and “when you come together 
to eat” (1 Cor 11:20-21, 33) tend to be synonymous. Consequently, we must 
assume that they regularly met at table. And since their meetings included 
some form of worship, we may also speculate that they worshipped at table, 
at least part of the time if not all of the time. 

In 1 Corinthians the gathering is specifically called the “Lord’s supper.” 
Paul also refers for the first time to a Jesus tradition that has been passed on 
to him in which the Christian meal is defined as a “memorial meal” evoking 
the last supper of “the Lord” (1 Cor 11:23-25). Since Paul presents this tra- 


THE BANQUET IN THE CHURCHES OF PAUL [m] 177 


dition as one that was passed on to him,' he seems to assume its practice for 
all of the churches with which he is familiar. And the meal at Corinth in 
which this tradition is found is clearly a full banquet, sharing features much 
like the community meals being practiced in Jerusalem, Antioch, and Gala- 
tia. Consequently, the terminology "Lord's supper" and the invoking of the 
words of Jesus at the table were surely known also at Galatia, probably at 
Antioch, and perhaps at Jerusalem. 

In Romans Paul also refers to a church fellowship meal. This can be seen 
by the way in which he describes the issues in Rom 14:1—15:13. Here a 
division has seemingly developed in the church over issues of dietary restric- 
tions. Those who are “strong” in faith can eat anything, while “the weak” are 
following some form of dietary restrictions (14:1-4). Though other issues 
also divide these two groups, it is the differences over diet that get the most 
attention and that seem to be the focus for the problems. It seems most likely, 
therefore, that such ideological divisions came to the fore at the community 
meal. Since this is a church not founded by Paul, its traditions evidently 
developed independent of him. Furthermore, it is unclear how much he 
knew about them when he wrote. But when he mentions specific issues at the 
table, he seems either to be referring to actual problems or to what he sus- 
pected to be actual problems in their community.” Consequently, we can 
assume that they were practicing a regular fellowship meal, like the churches 
as Antioch and Corinth. And, based on Paul's discussion, the form and func- 
tion of their meal was the same in its basic features as those in the other 
Pauline churches. 

What do we know about how the meals in Paul's churches were con- 
ducted? First we must recall that Pauline churches, like virtually all early 
Christian groups, tended to be house churches. Paul frequently mentions the 
church meeting at someone's house? The householders who hosted the 
church for its meetings functioned as patrons of the church.* The social event 
of meeting in a home would evoke the cultural practice of hospitality, a prac- 
tice that centered on the meal one would give for one's guests.? It is hard to 
imagine mecting in a home without basic hospitality being practiced. Thus 
we should imagine Christian meetings taking place at table most if not all of 
the time, as they did at Antioch and Corinth. 

A home of sufficient size to accommodate the group of Christians would 
have to have contained a dining room, and it is in the dining room where the 
Christians would most likely have met. It has often been suggested that the 
gathering would have been too large for a typical dining room. Instead, the 
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courtyard or atrium has been proposed as the most likely meeting place. L. 
Michael White argues, however, that such theories are based too much on 
presuppositions about the uniformity of dining rooms.’ In fact, Greeks and 
Romans were accustomed to accommodating parties of various sizes in their 
homes and built dining rooms sufficient to hold them. Since the dining 
room is the one section of the house that was commonly set aside for enter- 
taining guests, White's argument makes sense. 

The community meal was a full-course dinner, as indicated by 1 Corinthi- 
ans, in which the deipnon, or dinner course, is followed by the symposium. 
The same text also records the problem that some were getting too much to 
eat and drink while others were not getting enough. This tells us that the 
meal was intended, at least, to provide adequate food. 

We do not know how the meal was arranged, but we can guess at some of 
its features. The householder/patron would presumably be the host. The 
food, however, may have been provided by everyone bringing a portion, 
somewhat like our potluck dinner today This is a format used in some 
Greco-Roman clubs and is suggested by the language of 1 Corinthians 14, 
where everyone is said to have brought as their contribution to the occasion 
not food but an expression of worship. It is also suggested by the phrase 
“one’s own meal,” which Paul uses to refer to the abuses at the banquet. How 
the meal could have devolved from a community meal to a meal of individ- 
uals is not clear, but one suggestion is that those who brought food for the 
community table ate it themselves instead of sharing ir.” 

The posture of the diners is indicated in only one text, and it is not spe- 
cific to the meal setting. It is found in 1 Corinthians 14, where the partici- 
pants at the worship service are said to be sitting. As I will argue shortly, the 
worship activities described in 1 Corinthians 14 most likely took place while 
they were still at the table. This would suggest that the posture at the table 
was sitting rather than reclining. If this was the case, it need not represent a 
wholesale departure from Greco-Roman banquet traditions. Most likely it 
represented a posture dictated by the size of the group—there was simply not 
room for all diners to recline.’ We have some indication that large num- 
bers were accommodated by sitting rather than reclining in some of the lit- 
erature.!! It should also be noted that the only other references to dining 
posture in the New Testament are found in the idealized descriptions of 
meals of Jesus in the Gospels. In these instances, the posture is always 
reclining.'? Reclining is also indicated as the dining posture at the pagan 
temples (1 Cor 8:10). 
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Not only were these Christians gathering for a community meal, but they 
were also conducting their entire worship service at the table as well. This 
makes more sense of the data than the model often employed, whereby we pic- 
ture their community meal as a mere appendage to the real meeting, much as 
a fellowship dinner is related to Christian worship today. But these were not 
“mere” fellowship dinners. Paul has attached too much importance to them. 

Practically speaking, it makes sense that they would worship at table. If 
they ate when they gathered, and insisted that all eat together, why would 
they then adjourn to another room to worship? And what other rooms would 
be available? After all, the Greco-Roman house was designed so that hospi- 
tality and entertaining of guests all took place in one room, the andron or tri- 
clinium. Even if a gathering of Christians grew too large for the normal 
dining room and had to dine instead in the courtyard, since it was presum- 
ably the only space large enough to accommodate everyone, that would not 
change the conventions of hospitality. 

Furthermore, as we have seen in this study, it was customary among vari- 
ous groups who gathered for meals to continue their meetings at table. The 
form of the meal lent itself to that. A full, formal banquet that included both 
a deipnon and a symposium, as the Corinth banquet surely did, would have 
to include some form of banquet entertainment during the symposium. The 
natural form of “entertainment” for this community would be communal 
worship. After all, clubs used the symposium for their meetings, philosophi- 
cal discourses, and theological dramas. Jews used the symposium for discus- 
sion of the law. Singing of drinking songs, encomia, or hymns was also 
common. So Christians would have done the normal thing, namely, con- 
tinue their meeting at table during the symposium. To cut the symposium 
short and adjourn to another location for worship would be the height of 
inhospitality. It would also be unnecessary, because worship as practiced by 
Christians, lacking any need for temples and altars, could be carried out quite 
well at the table. Furthermore, our primary description of early Christian 
worship, found in 1 Corinthians 14, reflects the ambience of the table set- 
ting, as I will argue below. 

Of course, other models than the household table have been proposed for 
early Christian worship. The most often cited model is that of the syna- 
gogue.'? However, synagogue architecture attests to a different practice. The 
standard synagogue structure contains a common assembly room with 
benches and a Torah shrine. Where provisions for communal dining are pres- 
ent, they are found separate from the assembly room.'* 
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On the other hand, we know very little about what took place either in 
synagogue worship or in early Christian worship. The earliest reference to 
Christian worship is found in 1 Corinthians 14. The earliest reference to syn- 
agogue worship is found in Luke 4:16-30. These two texts seem poles apart 
in their descriptions of worship activities. 

It is likely that there was not one single form of early Christian worship. 
And certainly we know it evolved over the generations and centuries to reach 
the form it had when the first Christian meeting houses were constructed. 
But the early groups who met in homes utilized a form of worship that cor- 
related with their setting. We know it included a meal. It is therefore quite 
probable that the meal continued with worship at table. 

This observation will become increasingly important as we analyze more 
closely Paul's theology and ethics and their interaction with banquet ideol- 
ogy. That this is the case should not surprise us. It has become a common- 
place in New Testament scholarship to take into account how the letters and 
Gospels would have been first experienced. What we imagine is that they 
would have been read aloud to the community as it was gathered for worship. 
What we must now imagine is that they are likely gathered for worship at 
table when they hear the letter of Paul being read to them.!5 


JEWISH DIETARY LAWS AND THE CHURCHES OF PAUL 


In three of the four churches mentioned above, namely, at Antioch, Corinth, 
and Rome, divisions at the table are a prime concern. And in all three cases, 
these divisions can be seen to be related to Jewish dietary laws. Recent stud- 
ies by James D. G. Dunn, E. P. Sanders, and Alan F. Segal have given us a 
revised and more adequate understanding of Jewish dietary laws in this 
period as they relate to issues in the Pauline churches. I reviewed much of this 
material in chapter 6. Here I will summarize the relevant details. 

Dietary laws in their strictest form did not refer specifically to Gentile 
food. They simply referred to unclean animals and blood. Vegetable items 
would not normally be included. But a secondary restriction had developed 
in regard to foodstuffs that had been sacrificed to pagan deities. This applied 
especially to meat but also, by extension, to wine and oil. It was in this way 
that Gentile wine came to be restricted. As Sanders notes, since “Greeks (and 
others) poured out a small libation whenever they drank wine, Jewish restric- 
tions came to be applied to all Gentile wine."!6 

Dietary laws applied to the foodstuffs themselves, not to the people." It is 
incorrect, therefore, to interpret dietary laws to mean that Jews could not eat 
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with Gentiles at all. Indeed, Jews could and did associate with Gentiles exten- 
sively and must have eaten with them often. If such Jews followed any ver- 
sion of the dietary laws, they could simply choose a vegetarian diet when 
eating at a Gentile table.'* This is the option chosen by some in the church 
at Rome (Rom 14:2). 

Dietary laws, as well as circumcision, were of special significance in Jewish 
religious practice as boundary markers; that is to say, they set Jews apart from 
Gentiles. Dunn argues persuasively that when Paul contrasts "works of law" 
with "justification by faith," it is specifically the boundary, marking "works 
of law," namely, Sabbath observance, circumcision, and dietary laws, that he 
has in mind. These aspects of the law set the Jews apart and thus created the 
tension with which Paul was struggling. 

With these observations in mind, let us now look at relevant texts in Paul. 


The Incident at Antioch (Gal 2:11-14) 

Why would the visitors from Jerusalem not eat with the Christians at Anti- 
och? It seems clear that this incident refers to Jewish dietary laws. After all, it 
is the "circumcision party" from Jerusalem who refuse to eat with the pre- 
dominately Gentile Christians in Antioch. What is not clear is what form of 
dietary laws is in question. 

What must be taken into account here is the fact that the dietary laws had 
already been interpreted in different ways by different members of the Chris- 
tian community. It is easy to account for the position of the “circumcision 
party,” the group from Jerusalem. They would evidently have had a more 
pronounced sense of self-identity within Judaism as defined by the conserva- 
tive orbit of Jerusalem. Their position on dietary laws would be consistent 
with their position on circumcision, since both may be seen as aspects of the 
Jewish law that specifically function as boundary markers, marking Jews off 
from Gentiles. What is not yet clear is the exact position on dietary laws that 
they would have held. Before addressing this, we need to examine the posi- 
tions of the other parties in the debate. 

The position of Peter and Paul, as well as the position of the Antioch com- 
munity, prior to the arrival of the Jerusalem delegation is not as clear as one 
might think. After all, Paul identifies himself as a Pharisee by background, 
and Peter was closely associated with the church at Jerusalem. How is it that 
they feel free to dine with Gentiles while the Jerusalem visitors do not? It 
does not work to say that this represented a change in their understanding of 
Judaism since they became Christians. The nature of the debate at Antioch, 
and the earlier debate at the Jerusalem conference, works against this. Indeed, 
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both Paul and Peter appear to have seen themselves as living a lifestyle con- 
sistent with their Jewish identity. 

Why were they taken by surprise by the actions of the delegation from 
Jerusalem? If they knew how the visitors might react, why did they not set up 
the meal in such a way that it would meet dietary restrictions? I would sug- 
gest that what took place when the Jerusalem delegation arrived was a sur- 
prise precisely because it was atypical. In fact, the issue had probably not 
arisen at the Christian meals in Jerusalem. In a completely Jewish environ- 
ment, when one’s Jewish identity was not in question, it would not be a point 
of issue. But when the delegation of Jerusalemites came to the Gentile city of 
Antioch and were asked to eat with fellow Christians who happened to be 
uncircumcised Gentiles, suddenly questions of boundaries and identity 
became important. 

Thus I would tend to follow Sanders in his interpretation of the issue 
behind the incident at Antioch. He notes his “doubt that biblical law was 
actually being transgressed.” Rather, he suggests that this was an instance 
where association with Gentiles in itself was considered suspicious, without 
reference to any specific law. This works to explain the incident best 
because it allows for an appropriate explanation for the positions of both 
Peter and Paul. 


Idol Meat at Corinth 

In 1 Corinthians 8 and 10, Paul refers to divisions in the community over 
whether it is appropriate to eat “meat sacrificed to idols.” Although recent 
arguments have connected these issues with socioeconomic distinctions in 
the church, the terminology Paul uses is imbued with Jewish sensibilities. 
The key term is eidölothyton (“meat sacrificed to idols”), a term that is likely 
to have arisen out of a traditional Jewish aversion to idolatry. A Gentile 
would be unlikely to use the term idol or to center his concern on the meat 
that came from the idol. Consequently, the terminology itself is best under- 
stood as having arisen out of Jewish dietary practices.” 

However, 1 Cor 8:7 refers to the “weak,” who now refuse to eat the idol 
meat, as those who were once accustomed to eating it. This seems difficult to 
reconcile with the idea that they were Jewish Christians. Most commenta- 
tors, therefore, rule out the idea that the “weak” were Jewish Christians.?! 

The thesis that has clearly won the day is that of Gerd Theissen, who has 
presented a brilliant argument that the “strong” were the more wealthy mem- 
bers of the community and the “weak” were the lower-class members. Since 
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meat was a rare and expensive commodity on the dinner table, the wealthy 
class would be more likely to be accustomed to eating meat on a regular basis. 
The lower classes, on the other hand, would not see meat except during fes- 
tival season, when it would be provided by the city. They would then tend to 
associate meat only with religious festivals, whereas the wealthy would asso- 
ciate it with a normal meal. Thus the lower classes would fit Paul's definition 
of those who were formally accustomed to idols but now had “weak” con- 
sciences about eating meat. 

What is the context for this tension within the community? Paul presents 
a hypothetical scenario in 8:10, whereby the “weak” might see the “strong” 
“eating in the temple of an idol” (8:10). Some have argued that this is the sole 
cause of the tension, and that “eating meat sacrificed to idols” therefore only 
refers to the practice at the pagan temple.?? But the chance observance of 
someone at a “temple restaurant” does not seem to me to offer enough 
opportunity for conflict on this issue. I would rather argue that the context 
is, in fact, the communal meals of the Christian community. This would best 
explain how the tension between the two groups came to such an impasse. 
And it would fit better Paul’s response to the situation in which he argues for 
unity within the community as his central point. 

When the community gathered for its meal, therefore, there arose a split 
between two parties over the appropriateness of meat at the table. The issue 
was over whether meat from the meat market would have come from a tem- 
ple sacrifice. The same situation is presented at 10:25-29, only in this case it 
is at the home of an unbeliever that the meal is held. Thus Paul counsels, “eat 
whatever is sold in the meat market” (10:25), thus indicating that the issue 
of “idol meat” is not only defined by the location of the meal at the temple, 
but also by the supposed origin of the meat wherever it might be eaten, 
whether at the table of an unbeliever (10:27-28) or, as I would argue, at the 
common table of the Christian community. In either case, Paul’s advice to 
the “strong” is the same: abstain for the sake of the conscience of the other 
(8:13, 10:28-29).* 


Weak and Strong at the Table in Rome 

In Rom 14:1—15:13, Paul addresses an issue that is tantalizingly close to the 
one addressed in 1 Corinthians 8. Here also differences in regard to diet have 
been interpreted as differences between weak and strong and involve differ- 
ent interpretations about the appropriateness of eating meat. In Romans, 
however, there are more specific references to Jewish dietary laws and to the 
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context of the issue in the fellowship meals of the Christian community. 
Thus Paul argues, "I know and am persuaded in the Lord Jesus that nothing 
is unclean in itself; but it is unclean for anyone who thinks it unclean” 
(14:14).4 But in this context, some have chosen vegetarianism (14:2), while 
others who are “strong” are urged by Paul, “it is good not to eat meat or drink 
wine or do anything that makes your brother or sister stumble” (14:21). 
There are no hypothetical examples of dining separate from the community 
and being observed by a member of the community, like that found in 1 Cor 
8:10. Rather, the implication of the argument throughout is that the context 
for the debate is that of the community meal.” 

In all three cases, then, in Antioch, Corinth, and Rome, tensions arose at 
the table because of differing interpretations of Jewish dietary laws. At Anti- 
och and Rome, the debate arose between Jewish Christians and Gentile 
Christians. At Corinth, it was a debate between two groups of Gentile 
Christians, one of which had adopted a Jewish theology about “idol meat.” 
Out of this tension at the table Paul fashioned a distinctive theology of 
community. 


BANQUET IDEOLOGY AND THE BIRTH OF CHRISTIAN 
COMMUNITY 


Given the diversity that came to characterize Christian groups at a very early 
stage of development, how could a sense of cohesion have developed so cas- 
ily? How could individuals from diverse ethnic, religious, and social back- 
grounds come to call one another “brothers and sisters”? How were these 
bonds created and experienced? The most likely locus for this development is 
the community meal, with its unparalleled power to define social boundaries 
and create social bonding. 

We can see this development taking place especially in Paul. To be sure, 
the meal had already become a focus for communal identity prior to Paul. To 
meet for a meal was a natural thing to do, and to develop social bonds as a 
result was expected. Soon there developed a distinctive theological rationale 
for the community meal: it came to be defined as a memorial feast com- 
memorating the death of Jesus. That was the shape of the meal that Paul 
inherited. 

Now a new wrinkle was taking place with the wholesale inclusion of 
Gentiles in the Christian community. Up to this point, the “people of God” 
to whom one belonged was the people of Israel, a status indicated by the 
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boundary markers of circumcision and some level of adherence to laws of 
purity. As long as the community was primarily drawn from a Jewish (and 
proselyte) constituency these could be assumed. But when Gentiles began 
to claim community membership as Gentiles, then something new was 
happening. 

How could Gentiles make such claims? And even more important, how 
could they have possibly come to believe that they were part of God's people 
as Gentiles without circumcision? I believe it is participation in the meal that 
provided the catalyst for this development. First, it is the meal that created a 
sense of belonging, of social bonding with the community. And when this 
happened in a context in which dietary laws were not being practiced, then 
it was even more clear that they had been incorporated into the community 
as Gentiles. Thus the meal provided the occasion and ideology for a truly 
radical move in Christian history. And it was Paul who noted it and gave it a 
theological framework. In doing so he drew on the rich resources of Greco- 
Roman banquet ideology. 


BANQUET IDEOLOGY AND PAULINE THEOLOGY 


Spirit versus Flesh: The Issues at Antioch and Galatia 

The first time Paul confronted problems at the community meal was at Anti- 
och. He described the situation sometime later in his letter to the Galatians 
(2:11-14). His reference to this incident in the Galatian letter suggests sig- 
nificant parallels between the issues at Antioch and Galatia. 

After rehearsing the events at Antioch and emphasizing how he had stood 
up to Peter, Paul then presents an excursus on “the truth of the gospel" (2:15- 
21). It is widely believed that at this point Paul is also summarizing his argu- 
ment against Peter. But what he says applies not only to the situation at 
Antioch but also to the situation at Galatia. Indeed, this section serves as his 
transition from the Antioch anecdote to the realities addressed by the Gala- 
tian letter. 

Paul characterizes himself and Peter as “Jews by birth” as opposed to all 
others, who are “Gentile sinners” (2:15). Yet he and Peter both practice an 
open table fellowship with Gentiles, which Paul characterizes as “living like a 
Gentile” as opposed to “living like a Jew” (2:14). By leaving the table of the 
Gentiles to join the “circumcision party,” Peter in effect is implying that 
Gentiles must also “live like Jews.” Or at least this is Paul’s interpretation. 
Living like a Jew can therefore be narrowed down to those practices that 
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define the boundaries between Jews and Gentiles, notably circumcision and 
dietary laws. Both issues were present at Antioch; both are also present at 
Galatia, though only circumcision is mentioned directly.”° 

As Dunn argues, the category “works of law” is best understood as a refer- 
ence to those boundary-defining practices." According to the logic of this 
text, a “Jewish way of life,” as exemplified at a Jewish table, would define who 
were “the Jews” and who were “the Gentile sinners.” Consequently, when 
Peter left the community table at Antioch to join the Jewish table, he in effect 
was identifying the community table as a table of “sinners.” That is why “the 
truth of the gospel” was at stake, in Paul’s opinion. 

Following this interpretation, Paul’s code language takes on a specific 
nuance appropriate to the table motif. “Justification” is to be understood as a 
term to refer to membership in the community of the people of God. This 
can be clearly seen in the overall process of Paul’s reasoning, especially in his 
long argument in Galatians 3, in which he interprets the Abraham story so 
that Gentiles are included as “seed” of Abraham and thus heirs of the promise 
to Abraham. This is seen to counter the advantages of Judaism “by birth.” 
Thus when Paul argues “in order that we might be justified by faith of Christ 
and not by works of law” (2:16b), and does so in reference to Peter's actions 
at the table in Antioch, he is referring to membership in the community 
through Christ rather than through circumcision and dietary laws, a mem- 
bership that is therefore mediated by the community table (as well as by bap- 
tism, 3:27-20). He also points out that “if we seek to be justified in Christ,” 
that is, as exemplified by sharing the community meal, but “are found to be 
sinners,” as judged by Peter's actions in removing himself from the commu- 
nity table, then “Christ has become a servant of sin” (2:17). All of this from 
a simple disagreement at the table. But it is not a simple disagreement. What 
is at stake is the efficacy of the death of Christ, as Paul sees it, in establishing 
Gentiles as fellow heirs of the promise. 

A key component of Paul’s argument is found at 3:1-5. Here he argues 
that the Galatians must have been “bewitched,” or, as we might say today, 
“brainwashed.” How else can their behavior be explained, since, he argues, 
they have already received confirmation of their status as “children of God” 
by the fact that they have received “the spirit”? In other words, he argues 
from their experience, and he assumes they will immediately recognize the 
validity of his argument. 

Most interpreters of this text seem to operate with a model of a revival 
meeting. Paul has swayed them with powerful preaching (“before your eyes 
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Christ was portrayed as crucified"), and they respond with ecstatic spiritual 
experiences (“you received the spirit”; “miracles [were worked] among you"). 
But there is a problem with this interpretation when one compares it with 
Paul's own criteria for the experience of the spirit. According to Paul: (1) The 
experience in Galatia must have been readily acknowledged by all in the 
community as verification of their new status; thus it must have been a com- 
munity experience, not an individual experience. Whatever experience of the 
spirit is referred to here, it must be manifest in the community. (2) It must 
have functioned to clearly affirm membership among the people of God; 
otherwise the force of Paul’s argument is lost. (3) It must have been easily 
identifiable as spirit of God. But ecstatic spiritual gifts are described by Paul 
in 1 Corinthians as tending toward individualism (chapters 12 and 14), eas- 
ily mistaken for workings of other deities (12:2) and thus needing to be con- 
trolled by the receiver (14:32), and having little to do with community 
consciousness (chapter 14). Consequently, it is difficult to see how Paul can 
be arguing for the experience of ecstatic spiritual gifts as their experiential 
proof that they are “children of God.” 

But if we change the context to one in which the community was gathered 
at table, as suggested by the Antioch analogy Paul himself introduces, then 
the “experience” of the spirit takes on a different nuance. As Rudolf Bult- 
mann has pointed out, in the Hellenistic church as well as in Paul, the spirit 
tends to be seen as a community possession and is experienced by the com- 
munity at worship.?® Rather than ecstatic gifts per se, then, I would suggest 
that Paul's argument refers to the experience of community itself as the gift 
of the spirit, an experience especially to be associated with the community 
meal (where they “drink of the spirit,” 1 Cor 12:13), and one that was com- 
municated with such power and clarity that it could only be attributed to the 
spirit. Thus Paul’s move from 2:14 to 2:21 to 3:1-5 begins to make more 
sense. What he is saying is that the Galatians have already experienced 
through the community meal their inclusion in the community of God's peo- 
ple. Why should they then be attracted to a ritual of membership, namely, cir- 
cumcision, as if they are outsiders rather than insiders? Bewitched, indeed! 

The table context for the experience of the spirit makes Paul’s argument 
much stronger than has previously been recognized. As I have emphasized 
throughout this study, the table was a prime and powerful image in Paul's 
world for boundary marking and community inclusion. He was simply using 
a powerful image available to him in the culture and mediated through 
Christian tradition. His contribution was to develop it even further. 


188 gl FROM SYMPOSIUM TO EUCHARIST 


The Body and Blood of the Martyr: The Pre-Pauline Memorial Meal 
In 1 Corinthians 11, Paul quotes a meal tradition that has been passed on to 
him: 


For I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, that the Lord 
Jesus on the night when he was handed over [nrsv: "betrayed"] took a 
loaf of bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, "This 
is my body that is for you. Do this in remembrance of me." In the same 
way he took the cup also, after supper, saying, "This cup is the new 
covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance 
of me." For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you pro- 
claim the Lord's death until he comes. (1 Cor 11:23-26) 


A variation of the same tradition is found in Mark and will be discussed sep- 
arately in the next chapter. 

The following theses will guide our interpretation of this passage: 

(1) The meal pictured here has the following features of a normal Greco- 
Roman banquet: (a) benediction over the food, represented by the bread; (b) 
the division of the meal into deipnon (mentioned in the text) followed by 
symposium (implied by the wine blessing); (c) a benediction over the wine 
marking the transition from deipnon to symposium. It is clear, therefore, that 
the Greco-Roman banquet form provides the backdrop for this tradition. 
Since that is the case, it is reasonable to expect that banquet ideology lies 
behind the meal interpretation being presented here. 

(2) The text is presented in the form of a Jesus story. The Gospels place it 
within a narrative recounting the life of Jesus. Here, however, its narrative 
context is strictly “on the night when he was handed over,” that is, the night 
he died. The term used here, paradidonai, simply means “handed over.” Its 
use with the meaning of “betray” is found in the Gospels, but that is a mean- 
ing that does not inhere in the term but in the context in which it is used. In 
Rom 8:32, Paul presents his view that it is God who “handed over” (paradi- 
donai) Jesus to be killed. It is therefore unlikely that the term handed over in 
1 Corinthians is meant to refer to Judas's betrayal; rather, it refers to the the- 
ological concept of Jesus being handed over by God. 

(3) The text is more likely to be etiological than historical in both form 
and content. That is to say, it functions as a story that arose to explain a prac- 
tice in the church. Meals were already being eaten and given significance spe- 
cific to the Christian context. This story is told to give a particular meaning 
to the practice, drawing on an interpretation of Jesus’ death. How this inter- 
pretation developed is not clear here in Paul. 
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(4) The function of this text at Christian communal meals remains 
unclear, It cannot be read as a script for liturgical action, unless one can imag- 
ine someone in the community acting out the part of Jesus in some kind of 
divine drama, which seems unlikely. But in some sense it was nevertheless 
seen as a text defining the community meal. 

This meal evokes several banquet models. It has overtones of the funerary 
banquet, for example, in which friends and family would gather to com- 
memorate the death of a loved one. But such events were normally held on a 
yearly basis, on the birthday of the deceased, not on such a frequent basis as 
this. The funerary meal tradition certainly lent credence to the event for the 
participants, but it was not the sole model for the meal. 

A variation of the funerary meal was the memorial meal, a form that is not 
widely attested but that this tradition certainly assumes. This seems to be the 
significance of the phrase “Do this in remembrance of me.” The closest par- 
allel is the memorial meal of the Epicureans, a meal that also had the same 
kind of etiological tradition connected with it. Like Jesus in this text, so also 
Epicurus was said to have founded the meal in his own honor just before his 
death.” 

What is to be remembered is left somewhat vague. That is to say, presum- 
ably anyone's version of “the Christ story” could be substituted here. This is 
important to note since we too easily assume that the canonical gospel story 
was the universal story of Jesus. In Paul, however, we do not find a story of 
the life of Jesus. Indeed, as Charles B. Cousar notes, we do not even find 
speculation about the events leading to the death of Jesus, or who killed 
Jesus. The Christ story for Paul operated on a mythic level. The phrase 
“Christ crucified” virtually summarizes the entire plot. For Paul it repre- 
sented a negotiation between Jesus and God. Nowhere does he delineate any 
human actors in this drama. 

This perspective of Paul seems to be present in his Lord’s Supper text as 
well, for the meal pictured here is a meal of “the Lord Jesus.” That phrase 
removes the text from any historical imagining. To call Jesus kyrios as Paul 
understood the term was to identify him within the panoply of the divine. 
‘This is clear in the christological hymn in Phil 2:6-11, another text Paul inher- 
ited that became foundational for his theology. Here in Phil 2:11, “Lord” is 
only pronounced over Jesus after his exaltation in the heavens; it is not a prop- 
erty of the historical Jesus (to the extent that Paul might have theologized 
about a historical Jesus).?! Consequently, the meal being pictured here takes 
place on a mythological level, borrowing by implication the motif of the mes- 
sianic banquet, a meal that takes place in the heavenly sphere. 
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But how could Jesus be “Lord” on the same night that he was “handed 
over” to die? Of such paradoxes are mythologies made. At least in Paul’s mind 
we can see how it was not a paradox, for to him the Christ who dies on the 
cross is already a divine agent. After all, the story for Paul is one in which 
God “hands over” Jesus, hardly a historical detail, but a richly mythologi- 
cal/theological one. 

The choice of bread and wine as elements to be interpreted is not remark- 
able in itself. Bread represented the food of the deipnon, and wine the drink 
of the symposium. That a benediction was said was also normal, and it is 
striking that Jesus words an unstated prayer over the bread. Listeners to the 
story from a Jewish background would imagine a Jewish benediction for the 
bread; pagan listeners might imagine a different prayer. 

The words identifying the bread and wine with Jesus’ death have pre- 
sented problems for Christian interpreters throughout Christian history. 
What we must imagine is how those words would have had meaning at the 
early level of Christian faith represented by this tradition. Here the explana- 
tion that makes the most sense is that of the martyrological background. The 
language of “body for you” and “shedding of blood” had already become 
established as terminology for the death of the martyr. Jesus’ death could eas- 
ily have been interpreted very quickly as a martyrdom, and the evidence sug- 
gests that was the case. 

What the saying of the words over the bread and wine represents is the 
idea that with the sharing of the bread and the wine one is sharing in the 
result brought about by that death. That result is the creation of the very 
community that is thus being circumscribed and affirmed by the act of shar- 
ing. Passing around the cup to be shared by all was common in wine cere- 
monies. This text suggests that a similar bread ceremony must have been 
common as well. Thus both parts of the meal are knit together with a focus 
on a single interpretation. 

The language of covenant adds still another dimension to the tradition, for 
itis not in itself inherent to either the martyr or the memorial meal traditions. 
The term new covenant presumably derives from Jer 31:31. To Paul the new 
covenant idea would have had immediate application to the issues he was fac- 
ing in all of his churches, namely, how the inclusion of the Gentiles was to be 
understood. Thus Paul would understand the “new covenant” to refer to this 
event itself. It could be that “new covenant” theology originated as a rationale 
for Gentile inclusion, but that seems unlikely given the nature of the contro- 
versy at Antioch, a controversy that could not have happened if all agreed that 
“new covenant” meant inclusion of the Gentiles. 
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In 1 Cor 11:20 Paul refers to the community meal as "Lord's supper" 
(kyriakon deipnon). The term Lord, of course, gives the meal a sacred charac- 
ter of some sort. It signifies that in this meal Jesus is being memorialized as a 
divine figure. One might compare this terminology to that found in the 
Sarapis cult, where the meal is termed “the couch of the Lord Sarapis.” Such 
terminology tends to mean that the meal functions in some kind of ritual 
context, most probably a sacrificial one.*? Yet, as I have argued above, sacred 
meals tended to be merely variations on the generic Greco-Roman banquet. 
What was distinctive was the way in which the deity was perceived as a par- 
ticipant in the meal in some sense. Sarapis, for example, could be spoken of 
as "guest," "host," and "symposiarch" at his banquets.? In all such religious 
meals, there is a close tie between the ideology of the meal and the religious 
values to be expressed. That is, Sarapis, like the Christian "Lord," would pro- 
vide banquets that met the highest ideals of the culture. They would be ban- 
quets at which equality, friendship, and joy would prevail over disputes at the 
meal. 


Proclaiming Christ's Death: Meal and Community at Corinth 
The issue that Paul addresses at 1 Cor 11:17-34 is that of “schisms” (schis- 
mata, 11:18) at the meal gatherings. These are characterized as consisting of 
each taking a "private supper" (idiom deipnon, 11:21) as opposed to the 
"Lord's supper" (kyriakon deipnon, 11:20). The result is that "one goes hun- 
gry and another becomes drunk" (11:21), implying that there is an inequity 
in the distribution or availability of food. Paul then addresses this problem 
with an argument that begins by quoting the tradition by which the meal is 
to be interpreted (11:23-25). He next provides an interpretation of the tradi- 
tion (11:26-32) that leads to his concluding advice: "So then, my brothers 
and sisters, when you come together to cat, wait for one another" (11:33). 
Since Paul's instructions at 11:33 specify eating together, then the meal 
defined as “one’s own supper" (idion deipnon) is to be understood as an “indi- 
vidual meal" as opposed to the communal meal, which is evidently the pri- 
mary meaning intended by the term Lords supper. The rhetoric of the text 
indicates that the Corinthians were calling their meal “Lord’s supper." Paul 
then turns that terminology against them and creates a new term to define 
their meal. His term, individual supper, is thus a rhetorical twist he uses to 
make a point. The question that next arises is how he is able to define what 
they are doing at their meal so that it fits this terminology. In other words, 
what are they doing at their communal meal that turns it into an individual 
meal? 
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One traditional interpretation centers on the term prolambanein in verse 
21. This term is translated “goes ahead with” in the rsv. This gives the text 
the following meaning: “For when the time comes to eat, each of you goes 
ahead with your own supper [that is, before the Lord’s Supper proper], and 
one goes hungry and another becomes drunk [at the Lord’s Supper].” This 
correlates well with 11:33, where the advice is to wait for one another, and 
suggests that the main problem is that some were simply starting to eat 
before the others arrived. 

A more common meaning of prolambanein when its object is food is sim- 
ply “to eat.”? If one applies this sense to 11:21, then the “individual meal" 
would be consumed concurrently with the communal meal. The idea would 
then be that the eating was being conducted in such a way that it was being 
made a meal of individuals rather than a meal that enhanced community.” 

In fact, in Greek philosophical tradition there was a great deal of discus- 
sion on this point. Plutarch, for example, remarks on the difference between 
a banquet in which portions are assigned and one in which the food is eaten 
from a common dish. He concludes: “But where each guest has his own pri- 
vate portion, companionship perishes.” Here “his own" (idion) refers to “pri- 
vate” dishes, and it is criticized as detracting from the communal nature of 
the meal, a meal that is otherwise characterized as “common” (koinon).?” 

In the context in Plutarch, the reply to this conclusion is: “This is true 
where there is not an equitable distribution.” That is to say, what could make 
a meal with “private” dishes still function as a “common” meal would be the 
provision of “equal” portions, a custom that was not always practiced at 
Greek banquets. Indeed, the opposing argument continues, this would make 
the meal with private dishes superior to a meal with common dishes. The rea- 
soning is as follows: 


Those who eat too much from the dishes that belong to all antagonize 
those who are slow . . . for suspicion, grabbing, snatching, and elbowing 
among the guests do not, I think, make a friendly and convivial prelude 
to a banquet. . . . Private possession in such matters [that is, portions] 
does not disturb the general fellowship, and this is due to the fact that 
the most important characteristics of a gathering and those worth more 
serious attention are in fact common, namely, conversation, toasts, and 


good fellowship. 


Thus in Plutarch a “common” meal would be one characterized by “equality” 
in terms of portions served and other activities. On the other hand, the 
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opposite of this would be an "individual" meal, one in which portions are 
not equal and activities are not shared by all. According to these standards, 
then, the inequality signified by the situation at Corinth where "some are 
hungry and others are drunk" qualifies this meal as an "individual" one, just 
as Paul argues. 

A communal meal could therefore be termed a “private” meal if equal 
sharing of portions and activities was not practiced. Theissen provides fur- 
ther examples of practices that could cause a meal to be termed “private.” He 
points out, for example, that the food for the Christian meal at Corinth 
would probably have been provided by the hosts or patrons who provided the 
homes for the meetings, as well as by other wealthy members of the commu- 
nity. These individuals could then have eaten a greater quantity or a higher 
quality of food as their own private portion of the meal. They could do this 
in all good conscience because it was a generally accepted custom that rank- 
ing by status at any formal dining situation could be acknowledged by larger 
portions of food at the meal of the community where that status was held. In 
addition, differences in social class were sometimes acknowledged by serving 
a higher quality of food or wine to the upper classes. If it was the wealthy who 
were the real offenders in eating a private meal, then that would also explain 
why they could begin earlier than the others. The wealthy would have leisure 
time in the evening, whereas the working classes would arrive late to the 
meeting.” 

Thus Theissen identifies social class as the central issue. He identifies the 
schism as one between “those who do not have [food]” (11:22) and those 
who have a “private meal” (11:21) at their disposal; between those who have 
houses (10:22) and those who do not. Indeed, house ownership can be 
assumed for several leaders in the Corinthian church, and implies a certain 
degree of wealth.“ Thus Theissen interprets the conflict here as one between 
rich and poor. It is those who have houses who are guilty of humiliating those 
who do not have, and they do this by taking their own meal (11:21-22).*! 

However, Theissen's reconstruction of social class as the major explanation 
for schisms at Corinth needs to be examined more closely. He is correct to 
emphasize the importance of status at formal meals for, as we have seen, it was 
inherent in the institution to rank guests at a meal, either by position at the 
table, or by type or quantity of food served them, for example. But status is 
not equivalent to social class.*? One' status in a community could indeed 
reflect one’s status in society-at-large. But it could also be defined by the com- 
munity itself. In fact, one of the functions commonly served by Greco-Roman 
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clubs was to provide alternative means to status, since status within society 
was often not available to their membership because of their social class. 
And the meal was very important in this process because its customs pro- 
vided a highly visible means for acknowledging status. 

On the other hand, even when status is imputed to social class in the liter- 
ature, it should not always be taken at face value. For example, the conflict 
between rich and poor at a meal appears to have been a literary topos in the 
Greco-Roman world. Thus, whenever Plutarch’s brother Timon spoke against 
“the rich lording it over the poor,"* he could not have been defining the 
banquet in which he was participating in literal terms, for the participants 
were all of the same social class. He rather was using a figure of speech or a 
topos. The contrast here is between “the rich man” and “the less well 
endowed.” It is not a contrast between social classes but between extravagant 
wealth and an idealized sense of “the simple life.” A related form of this liter- 
ary topos is utilized by Plutarch elsewhere when he presents praise for the 
“frugal meal” as opposed to extravagant banquets in his fictionalized account 
of the “Banquet of the Seven Sages.” 

"That is not to say that meal customs did not provide for rigid distinctions 
among the guests according to their status. But these levels of status could all 
be within the same basic economic and cultural level, and often were. Of 
course, they did represent real distinctions on the social level, but not always 
in the stark terms of rich versus poor. Thus one might note that the “lower- 
class” guest at Pliny's dinner was a freedman.“ So also in Petronius's Satyri- 
con, Trimalchio the freedman was never quite accepted in cultural society 
although he was quite wealthy. Consequently, though he hosts a sumptuous 
banquet, he remains a boorish character in Petroniuss account, illustrating 
that his true status in society was not what he himself might claim. 

As for Paul's argument, note that 1 Cor 11:22 has a highly rhetorical style. 
Its short questions building one upon another are characteristic of the style 
of the diatribe.” It is a style in which hyperbole for rhetorical effect is quite 
appropriate. ** If, indeed, the idea of rich versus poor was already a topos in 
discussions concerning status at meals, then Paul's reference to "those who do 
not have" need not be seen as a reference to poor people at the meal. This 
phrase can also be read "those who do not have houses," since it immediately 
follows the phrase "do you not have houses." Individuals who did not own 
houses would not necessarily be poverty-stricken. Notice also that it is the 
“hungry” who are told to eat at home (11:34); this suggests that they would 
indeed have food at home. The text does not necessarily speak of either 
poverty or homelessness. It implies that a question of status was under dis- 
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cussion, but it need not imply that that status was based entirely on eco- 
nomic standing nor that the social levels in Corinth were widely divergent. 

This is not to say that social class did not contribute to the issue that 
developed. Indeed, it appears likely that it did. But the levels of social class 
cannot be assumed to be widely divergent. Indeed, since Paul's instructions 
do not address a problem of poverty, such as by providing for a distribution 
to the poor," it would appear that the distinctions are not very great. 

"That different amounts of food were being consumed is the implication of 
11:21, “For when the time comes to cat, each one of you goes ahead with 
your own supper, and one goes hungry and another becomes drunk.” When 
one correlates this with the conclusion at 11:33 that they should “wait for 
one another,” then the following reconstruction can be proposed: some 
arrived early and began eating from the food supplies they brought before the 
others arrived and the communal meal formally began. Thus they would be 
eating individual meals (“one’s own meal” ). It is inconsistent with 11:33-34 
to interpret 11:21-22 as an example of the wealthy taking the prerogative by 
their superior status to eat a greater quantity and finer-quality food than the 
poor at the communal meal itself, as Theissen argues.” But it is conceivable 
that an inequity in individual food supplies could be interpreted as “the rich 
lording it over the poor,” to use the language of Plutarch.5! Thus it would 
reflect dissensions on the basis of a perception of class differences. It need not 
imply that rich and poor in a strictly economic or sociological sense are 
meant. 

I would thus suggest that Theissen has overstated his case. Social stratifi- 
cation is certainly a regular feature of banquets, but it is incorrect to suggest 
that taking a larger portion or a better portion of food was de rigueur at 
pagan banquets and certainly incorrect to imply that Christians were operat- 
ing by different rules at their banquets, as if the Christian banquet was 
unique. Theissen does not specifically argue for the uniqueness of the Chris- 
tian banquet, but he implies as much, since he accounts for the divisions by 
drawing on pagan banquet customs, but when he accounts for Paul's 
response, he does so on the basis of Paul's theology, as if Paul is proposing a 
unique corrective to banquet customs. In fact, Paul's response is consistent 
with the arguments of other Greco-Roman moralists. So even though the 
problems at the Christian meal derive from banquet ideology, Paul's response 
does as well. 

"The idea that some were taking positions of rank and status derives espe- 
cially from the references to “divisions” (schismata, 11:18) and “factions” 
(haireseis, 11:19) as opposed to those who are “genuine” or "just" (dokimoi, 
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11:19). Theissen proposes that here we have references to divisions into 
groups.? In light of the reference in 11:21 to “each taking his own meal,” 
however, the reference is more likely to individual actions. Thus the use of 
“each” here would be the same as the usage at 14:26, “When you come 
together, each one has a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a tongue, or an inter- 
pretation.” In support of this interpretation, one may also note that “divi- 
sions” or “schisms” is also used to refer to matters of individual conduct that 
detract from the communal nature of the meal in the Guild of Zeus Hypsis- 
tos (lines 13-19). 

Paul takes the position that all such actions are schismatic, including the 
imputing of rank to individual members. He does this because he is working 
with a model of unity as an inherent aspect of a communal meal. Conse- 
quently, his main argument in 11:17-34 is to provide that the meal truly be 
a communal one so that the discussion of unity can naturally follow and 
build on that fact. And whatever the problem with the “individual supper,” 
Paul felt it could be resolved by eating together. Consequently, while the dif- 
ferentiations in food may have implied a difference in status connected with 
social class either because some were free to start eating earlier than others or 
because some simply brought more food for themselves, these differentia- 
tions were not of such gravity to be a concern in themselves. Rather, they 
were indicative of a more serious problem, in which a sense of status as 
applied especially to spiritual gifts was threatening Paul’s concept of a proper 
meal community, which was characterized by unity. 

The question of status at the meal is specifically implied in the term gen- 
uine (11:19), The schisms function to reveal these individuals, and the 
schisms in this context refer to the “individual supper.” Consequently, it is at 
the meals that the “genuine” are revealed. 

The term translated “genuine” (dokimoi) is related to forensic terminol- 
ogy. The root meaning of dokimos, meaning “testing,” is not specifically 
forensic, but the verb cognate, dokimazein, is used as a technical term for offi- 
cial testing. Thus the court of the Areopagus is said to be made up of “those 
who have won approval” (hoi dedokimasmenoi).’ Similarly, when one dis- 
honored one's parents “the state . . . rejects him as unworthy of office” 
(apodokimazein).* 

Forensic terminology is also found in Paul's discussion in 1 Corinthians 
11, especially at 11:27-32.55 Here, rather than being “genuine,” one is in 
danger of being “guilty” (enochos, 11:27). One should therefore “examine” or 
“test” oneself (dokimazein, 11:28) lest one fall under “judgment” (krima, 
11:29). This happens when one has not properly “discerned” or “judged” the 
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body (diakrinein, 11:29). Thus Paul concludes: “But if we judged [diekri- 
nomen) ourselves, we would not be judged [ekrinometha]. But when we are 
judged [krinomenoi] by the Lord, we are disciplined so that we may not be 
condemned [katakrithömen) along with the world” (11:31-32). 

It is notable that forensic terminology is used elsewhere in the context of 
assigning ranking at a meal. Thus in Plutarch’s Table Talk discussion about 
assigning positions at table, when Timon presents an argument in opposition 
to assigned rankings, he characterizes the practice as making oneself a “judge” 
(krités) over one's friends. Such a one “instead of playing the host, makes 
himself a juryman and a judge over people who do not call upon him to 
decide an issue and are not on trial [(krinomenön] as to who is better than 
who, or worse; for they have not entered a contest [agöna], but have come for 
dinner." Consequently, the term genuine (dokimoi) in 1 Cor 11:19 derives 
its primary meaning from the politics of the table whereby rankings are to be 
assigned to those of higher status. 

Paul, however, uses it in an ironic sense. The “genuine” to which he is 
referring are not those who have been given the formal positions of status, 
but instead they emerge when the individualized “factions” separate from 
them (11:19). The term, then, is being applied to the group that continues 
to cohere as a community though some have separated themselves. Their sta- 
tus is not one imputed by the community directly, but Paul implies that it is 
imputed indirectly nonetheless by the events. Indeed, theirs is a status 
imputed by God, for it is God who designates the true ranking at the “Lord’s 
supper”: “God has so arranged the body, giving the greater honor to the infe- 
rior member, that there may be no dissension within the body” (12:24-25). 
Thus the “genuine” are those judged by God to be of that category: “For it is 
not those who commend themselves that are approved [‘genuine,’ dokimos], 
but those whom the Lord commends” (2 Cor 10:18). And they are identified 
as such in this community by the fact that they continue to cohere as a com- 
munity in the face of the separation of others into individual meals. 

The term genuine (dokimos) is a favorite term of Paul's to refer to the attes- 
tation of the righteous by God. This concept often has eschatological over- 
tones," and that would be one of the meanings here. For one is certainly 
required to test oneself with a view toward the final judgment: “so that we may 
not be condemned along with the world” (11:32). But it also refers to activi- 
ties at the meal itself. That is, the “genuine” would presumably be those who 
do not provoke schisms, whose attitudes and actions promote the communal 
nature of the meal, as is emphasized, for example, in the conclusion at 11:33. 
Thus those who test out to be “genuine” would be those who “examine [test] 
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yourselves” (dokimazein heauton, 11:28) rather than judging others, who 
“discern the body” (diakrinein to soma, 11:29), or community as a whole, 
rather than the individuals separately. When one tests oneself with a view to 
the community as a whole rather than with a sense of comparing oneself with 
others, then one gives proper regard to the unity of the community rather 
than succumbing to the divisiveness of individualism. 

This may be compared with the rules of conduct at the meals of the Guild 
of Zeus Hypsistos. Here the proscription against “schisms” (schismata, line 
13) not only includes restrictions about forsaking the community (line 14) 
but also prohibits various disagreements among the members (lines 15-19), 
including disagreements over their relative status (line 15). So also in the 
community of Christians at Corinth, similar perspectives were at work, most 
notably an injunction to conduct the meal with regard for the unity of the 
community as a whole. This means eating together, at the same time and in 
a “together” way; that is, in such a form that it is a community meal, nota set 
of individual meals. Only in this way, Paul says, will it be the “Lord’s supper.” 

Paul’s argument in 1 Corinthians follows some fairly traditional lines in 
popular philosophy. He has identified the question of status as a problem at 
the communal meal because, in effect, it makes two meals and creates 
schisms. Such schisms strike at the very nature of the communal meal to 
Paul. Thus he constructs an involved argument on the basis of the tradition 
in order to come to what may appear to be a mundane conclusion: eat 
together (11:33-34). But it is not mundane to Paul; it is essential to the 
meaning of the meal.’® His interpretation of community ethics at the meal is 
based on the fact that the physical partaking of the food has to be done at the 
same time (11:33) and at the same place (11:34). Popular philosophy would 
have said that “the friend-making character of the meal” was destroyed by 
divisions. Paul interpreted the nature of the communal meal in the same way, 
but without using the terminology of friendship. 

Paul's argument centers on the term söma, or “body,” which he takes from 
the bread saying in the tradition: “This is my body" (11:24).*? This he inter- 
prets as the basis for unity: “Just as the body is one . . .” (12:12). Thus the 
proper eating of the meal is interpreted as properly “discerning the body” 
(11:29), an idea that leads to the conclusion at 11:33, “eat together.” The 
connecting link for this interpretation appears to be found in the interpreta- 
tion of the Christian meal at 10:17: “Because there is one bread, we who are 
many are one body, for we all partake of the one bread.” In other words, the 
idea of unity at the meal is based on the metaphor of sharing food together. 
This was, of course, a common usage in popular philosophy as well.? 
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However, Paul does not center his argument on the food, but on the term 
that defines it in the liturgy, söma. This term provides him with multiple 
metaphorical dimensions, for he can then extend his discussion into the parts 
of the body in order to define distinctions that exist in the unified body 
(12:4-6,12,27).* It also provides the basis whereby he can make a theologi- 
cal connection: the body is Christ’s, so you are the body of Christ (12:12, 
27). Thus unity comes to be founded ultimately on Christ, but it is brought 
to focus in the action of sharing food at the communal meal. 

Paul's elaboration on the meaning of söma develops as an interpretation of 
the Jesus tradition he quotes at 11:23-25. But that is not the only point 
where he interprets the tradition. He also adds an interpretive gloss at the 
end, at verse 26: “For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you 
proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.” This verse is clearly an addition to 
the original tradition because it represents a comment by a narrator, referring 
to the Lord in the third person, rather than being a quotation from the words 
of Jesus, in which he refers to himself in the first person. It could have been 
added prior to Paul, but since it presents a theology that fits Paul’s thought 
and this context so well, it seems likely that it was added by Paul. 

The “proclamation of the Lord’s death” referred to here is best understood 
not in the sense of words that are said but as a reference to the act of eating 
and drinking itself. In other words, when the meal takes place in its proper 
form, then that in itself is a “proclamation of the Lord’s death.” It is that 
proper form that has been the focus of Paul's discussion. According to his 
argument, then, when the community eats with unity and equality, that is 
when they proclaim the death of the Lord. 

For Paul, the purpose of the death of Christ was to create a saved com- 
munity. More specifically, it resulted in the inclusion of the Gentiles into the 
community of the people of God. Over and over again, Paul argues that 
point, and more than once he refers to the meal as the locus for the experi- 
ence of that community. At Antioch, the meal had to be inclusive of Gentiles 
or else “Christ died for nothing” (Gal 2:21). At Galatia, as I have argued 
above, it is at the community meal that they experienced “Jesus Christ pub- 
licly exhibited as crucified” (Gal 3:1). In Romans, Paul argues that Christians 
should “welcome one another . . . just as Christ has welcomed you” (Rom 
15:7), thus emphasizing the interrelation between the inclusion into the com- 
munity that the death of Christ provides and the acting out of that inclusion 
to others that the church should practice. The ritualization of that “welcome,” 
as I argue below, would most likely have taken place at the community table. 
Here in 1 Cor 11:17-34 Paul finds the most profound meaning of the meal 
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as “Lord’s supper” in its ability to bring together a disparate people into one 
community. When this does not happen, then it is no longer the “Lord’s sup- 
per.” But when it does happen, then those ties that are created by the death 
of Christ, whereby they become a fictive family (1 Cor 8:11-12) and part of 
the heritage of Abraham (Gal 3:6-29), are acknowledged and experienced by 
the community gathered at table together. And it works so well because of 
the power of the banquet to create bonds and define boundaries. As in Gal 
3:1-5, so also here it is the experience of justification that is Paul’s focus. To 
experience inclusion in the community at the table, and to extend that expe- 
rience to others, is in the most profound sense “to proclaim the Lord’s death 
until he comes.” 


Worship and Rules of Table Talk in Corinth 

After discussing problems at the meal (11:17-34), Paul apparently moves on 
to another subject (“Now concerning spiritual gifts . . .," 12:1). Yet the dis- 
cussion of spiritual gifts throughout chapters 12 through 14 appears to be 
concerned primarily with activities at worship. Note, for example, the refer- 
ence at 14:26, “when you come together.” Indeed, the issue throughout these 
chapters has been concern for the community as opposed to the individual. 
Thus “prophecy” and “tongues” are defined according to their relative effec- 
tiveness within the gathered community at worship (14:1-25). 

The question, then, is whether the text indicates that these worship activ- 
ities are still being undertaken at table. Certainly there is something to be 
said for the fact that the multiple references to the “gathering” of the com- 
munity use the same basic terminology. Thus the problems at the communal 
meal take place “when you come together” (synerchésthe, 11:17), “when you 
come together as a church" (synerchomenön hymön en ekklesia, 11:18), “when 
you come together . . . to eat the Lord's supper" (synerchomenön hymön epi to 
auto kyriakon deipnon phagein, 11:20), and “when you come together to eat . 
. . so that when you come together, it will not be for your condemnation” 
(synerchomenoi eis to phagein hina mē eis krima synerchésthe, 11:33-34). Later 
in the same letter, then, when Paul refers to the occasion “when you come 
together" (hotan synerchésthe, 14:26), at which various worship activities take 
place and during which they respond to one another as “the church” or “the 
assembly” (ekklösia, 14:4, 5, 12, 19, 23, 28) and as “the body” (soma, 12:12- 
31), it is reasonable to assume that he is talking about the same gathering that 
began with the meal in chapter 11. 

Consequently, I propose that the worship activities described in chapters 
12 and 14 take place at table. Indeed, these activities would have a logical 
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connection with the meal, for they would take place “after supper” (mera to 
deipnésai, 11:25) and during the symposium, at a time when meal customs 
designate an extended period of entertainment or conversation. 

Notice, for example, that the form their worship took bears a marked sim- 
ilarity to the form taken by the activities at a symposium. Recall that a sym- 
posium in the philosophical model tended to consist of elevated conversation 
as the entertainment of the evening. So also here the subject of 1 Corinthi- 
ans 12 and 14 is the problem of defining the proprieties of verbal participa- 
tion in the Christian assemblies. 

Furthermore, the form taken by the worship activities in 1 Corinthians 14 
is that of an unstructured, undisciplined affair in which everyone is free to 
take part (as in, e.g., 14:27-33). In addition, the members are described as 
bringing contributions to the worship: “When you come together, each one 
has a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a tongue, or an interpretation” (14:26). 
This is reminiscent of the philosophical banquets attended by Aulus Gellius 
where each guest brought a topic for discussion at the symposium.® 

One might also compare Lucian's parody of the philosophical conversa- 
tion in his Symposium. Here the participants compete in their various fields 
of expertise and eventually end up all talking at one time: 


Most of the company were drunk by then, and the room was full of 
uproar. Dionysodorus the rhetorician was making speeches, pleading 
first on one side and then on the other, and was getting applauded by the 
servants who stood behind him. Histiaeus the grammarian, who had the 
place next to him, was reciting verse. . . . But Zenothemis was reading 
aloud from a closely written book that he had taken from his attendant. 


To this might be compared Paul's reference to unruly drunkenness at the 
Christian meal at Corinth (11:21) and the problem he attempts to control in 
which individuals all want to speak at the same time (14:27-33). 

It may also be noted that religious activities were common at any banquet, 
as evidenced in descriptions of philosophical symposia from Plato to 
Plutarch and in the utilization of the banquet form for various kinds of Jew- 
ish religious meals. Indeed, the clubs had tended to formalize this custom by 
placing their liturgical activities at table. So also, it would appear, did the 
Christians at Corinth. 

As further support for this view, one can note how Paul's argument in this 
section draws on the imagery of the meal. For example, at 12:13 his argu- 
ment for unity makes reference in a figurative expression to the symbolism of 
sharing a bowl of wine: “we were all made to drink of one spirit.” Although 
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the expression is figurative, the figure used has never made much sense in this 
context as traditionally interpreted.‘ But if we place it in the context of a dis- 
cussion at table where drinking is taking place, then not only would it be 
appropriate to its setting, but it would also be identifiable with a common 
type of argument for unity in the setting of a meal. 

References to meals are found also at chapters 8 and 10, where the issue of 
meat sacrificed to idols and its relation to meal practices of Christians is dis- 
cussed. Here it is not always clear whether communal meals of the church are 
in mind, especially since the hypothetical example given in chapter 8 is that 
of a Christian being observed by a fellow Christian dining at a pagan temple. 
Yet in chapter 10 we return to specific references to the Christian banquet, 
for here the reference is to the “table of the Lord" as the definitive symbol of 
the community, as opposed to the "table of demons" (10:21), and the shar- 
ing of bread together as the definitive symbol of unity (10:17). When one 
adds the reference to the assembly at 5:4, one can conclude that a major pro- 
portion of 1 Corinthians is concerned with activities of the church as an 
assembled community and that the center of most of those activities is the 
communal meal. 

Although a majority of references to the gatherings of the community 
appear to refer explicitly or implicitly to meetings at table, the reference at 5:4 
seems to be different. Here a judicial activity is apparently taking place. The 
text concerns one who is accused of "sexual immorality" (5:1). The judgment 
is to be as follows: “when you are assembled [synachthentön hymön) . . . you are 
to hand this man over to Satan" (5:4-5). Similarly the church is to act as a 
judicial body deciding inter-community disputes in chapter 6. Here they are 
to "take it to court . . . before the saints” (krinesthai epi ton hagiön, 6:1). 

Thus we have the possibility of two types of meetings at Corinth, one a 
“business” meeting (5:1-8; 6:1-8) and the other a banquet meeting (10:1— 
14:40). A similar definition of the meetings of early Christians is described 
in Pliny's letter to Trajan about the Christians in Bithynia in the 90s c.e. 
There are two meetings mentioned, one in the morning and the other in the 
evening. The morning meeting included a “hymn to Christ” (carmen 
Christo) and an “oath” (sacramentum) not to be guilty of various immoral 
acts, including “fraud,” “theft,” “adultery,” and “falsification of a trust.” The 
proscription against “adultery” (adulteria) here is similar, of course, to that 
against “immorality” (porneia) in 1 Cor 5:1, and the term sacramentum 
could refer to a judicial setting. The evening meeting mentioned in Pliny is 
“to partake of food—but food of an ordinary and innocent kind.” This cor- 
responds to the banquet meeting, while the earlier meeting could be termed 
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a "business" meeting. This distinction between two types of meetings was 
often practiced by Roman clubs, as we have already seen. A further paral- 
lel is the fact that both Greek and Roman clubs also specified that inter- 
community disputes were to be decided within the club rather than by civic 
authorities.” 

On the other hand, we might notice the use of meal imagery in the pro- 
ceedings described in 1 Corinthians 5. The act of excluding the immoral per- 
son, defined as “the old yeast,” is described in terms of a metaphor of sharing 
a festival meal: “Therefore, let us celebrate the festival [meal] [heortazömen], 
not with the old yeast, the yeast of malice and evil, but with the unleavened 
bread of sincerity and truth” (5:8). Indeed, the act of exclusion comes to 
focus especially at the communal meal: “do not associate with . . . do not 
even eat with such a one” (5:10-11). Thus the meeting described in 1 
Corinthians 5 may have included a meal, but this is not certain. Neverthe- 
less, it is striking that the imagery of the communal meal provides a basis for 
the definition of the community even in this context. Indeed, as practiced by 
various Greco-Roman clubs and as exemplified in the regulations of the 
Qumran community, exclusion from the community was especially effective 
when it was carried out at the communal banquet. 

We should also note the extent to which the form of the Christian assem- 
bly and the literary traditions of the symposium have contributed to the form 
of Paul's letter. For example, after the specific references to the meal at 10:1- 
11:1 and 11:17-34, the discussion at 12:1—14:40 not only appears to be 
defining how worship should be conducted while at table but is doing so 
with a style and argumentation that derive from symposium traditions. This 
will be elaborated further below, but here the initial point to be made is that 
symposium literary traditions form a significant backdrop to the style and 
form of Paul's argumentation here. Like Plutarch, then, Paul would appear to 
have adopted the idea that when one talks about actual meals but does so in 
a written form, one should utilize the well-known patterns already estab- 
lished in the symposium literary tradition. 

After presenting his case for unity at the meal based on the doctrine of 
soma, Paul then moves to arguments for proper behavior at the table. The 
transition is seen already in 12:7: “To each is given the manifestation of the 
Spirit for the common good.” That is, whenever Paul speaks of the functions 
of the gifts within the community, he does so on the basis of the term com- 
mon good or to sympheron and the related term edification or oikodom2. These 
terms function as ethical principles and constitute the real basis for the new 
ranking system in the community. 
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In philosophical literature, sympheron was used to refer to the social 
dimension of law and morality. Thus Aristode defined the purpose of law 
as “the common interest of all” (tou koiné sympherontos pasin)? Epicurus 
defined justice in a similar way: “Natural justice is an expression of expedi- 
ency [tou sympherontos] in order to prevent one man from harming or being 
harmed by another.””! For Zeno, “all good is expedient” (pan agathon sym- 
pheron einai).”* 

Paul used the term sympheron infrequently and tended to collapse its 
meaning into that of oikodom2. The two terms are used as synonyms at 10:23 
with reference to the priority of community over individual needs: “All 
things are lawful,’ but not all things are beneficial [sympherei]. All things are 
lawful,’ but not all things build up [oikodomei]." The basic ethical meaning 
of these terms is summarized at 10:24: “Do not seek your own advantage, 
but that of the other.” The position referred to by the phrase “all things are 
lawful,” as defined by Paul, represented an expression of the freedom of the 
individual over against the constraints of the community. The term sym- 
pheron served for him as an appropriate term to define the social dimension, 
or “social contract,” inherent in ethical decisions. 

But it is the term oikodomé that is even more important for Paul's view.” 
While sympheron indicates concern for the good of all, oikodome denotes a 
more activist “building up” of the community. Its background prior to Paul 
includes metaphorical usages,”* but it is Paul himself who seems to have 
developed it as an ethical term. It occurs in his earliest writing, in 1 Thess 
5:11, in combination with “exhort” (parakalein). Apparently, therefore, it is 
a term he had begun to utilize in his theological vocabulary fairly early. Fur- 
thermore, it must have been a term already known to the Corinthians, since 
it needs no explanation to them.” It is quite possible, therefore, that Paul 
had made use of the term in his earlier preaching in Corinth. In 1 Corinthi- 
ans, especially chapter 14, it becomes a technical term used in reference to 
the idea of ethical responsibility to the community. In chapter 14 Paul is 
attempting to resolve a dispute about the relative value to be given to 
“prophecy” and speaking in tongues in the community. The argument here is 
a continuation of chapter 12 and functions to provide a commentary on the 
rankings of spiritual gifts with which chapter 12 ends. 

“Prophecy” represents a form of spiritual communication directed to the 
community in contrast to the privatism of tongue speaking (14:4). As such it 
is understandable to all, whereas tongue speaking can only be understood if 
it is interpreted (14:2-5). Prophecy therefore functions for “upbuilding and 
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encouragement and consolation” (oikodomen kai paraklesin kai paramythian, 
14:3). This includes convicting unbelievers of their sins (14:24) because “the 
secrets of the unbeliever’s heart are disclosed [by the prophet]” (14:25). 
Indeed, the prophet has spiritual insight not only into the secrets of human 
hearts but into the mysteries of God as well (13:2). 

What form did this spiritual discourse take? On the one hand, it seems to 
be related to other known forms of ecstatic prophecy from this period." So 
also here it clearly represents a recognizable and impressive demonstration of 
divine power, so much so that the unbeliever concludes that God is indeed 
present in the community (“in you [plural]," 14:25).7 On the other hand, it 
can also be argued that the ecstatic aspect of prophecy is played down in 1 
Corinthians. For example, prophets are classed together with apostles and 
teachers at 12:28, suggesting a comparative functional role in which ecstatic 
manifestations are not apparent. Consequently, it is not entirely clear what 
kind of phenomenon is being referred to with this terminology, other than to 
say that here in chapter 14 its function is primarily hortatory in nature.’ 
What is clearly not indicated is that it has anything to do with predicting the 
future. 

“Tongue speaking,” however, was clearly an ecstatic phenomenon. It was 
unintelligible without an interpreter (14:2-19) and sounded like the ravings 
of a madman to an outsider (14:23). Similarly, in Acts 2:13 tongue speaking 
is compared to the ravings of a drunkard. In paganism such ecstatic utter- 
ances were especially associated with Dionysiac worship inspired by the god 
of wine.” It should be noted, however, that at the meetings of the Dionysiac 
association of the /obakchoi, such utterances were not allowed.9 Thus, as in 
Paul, so also here there was a provision for limiting religious expression in the 
community based on an ethical concern for what was best for the commu- 
nity as a whole. 

Paul's primary ethical principle in chapter 14 is presented at verse 4: 
“Those who speak in a tongue build up themselves, but those who prophesy 
build up the church.” “Edification” or oikodomé, then, becomes the principle 
on which ethical decisions are to be based. Here it means, on the one hand, 
that one is to speak out in the community worship service in such a way that 
all can understand and participate, that is, say the “Amen” to one's message 
(14:16). This is the kind of manifestation that prophecy represents; thus it is 
ranked first. 

Tongue speaking, on the other hand, is not only judged as of less value, it 
is even judged to be detrimental. Thus if there is no one to interpret the 
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tongue speaker, he or she is to remain silent: “But if there is no one to inter- 
pret, let them be silent in church and speak to themselves and to God” 
(14:28). Whatever the inherent religious value of the tongue speaking for the 
individual, unless it was a message in which all could participate, it was not 
to be spoken in the assembly. The ethics of the community take precedence: 
“strive to excel . . . for building up the church [assembly]" (pros tem 
oikodomen tes ekklésias, 14:12). 

Oikodome is also defined in the sense of speaking in an orderly manner. 
After summarizing the variety of activities at a worship service, Paul explains 
how they are to be conducted according to principles of social ethics: “When 
you come together, each one has a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a tongue, or 
an interpretation. Let all things be done for building up [pros oikodomen] . . . 
but all things should be done decently and in order [panta euschémonds kai 
kata tax in ginesthö]” (14:26,40). “Decently and in order” here function to 
define oikodomé. If "order" is the rule at the worship services, then “peace” 
(eirēnē) rather than “disorder” (akatastasia) should result (14:33). Paul's 
instructions defining these concepts in verses 16-33 specify that only three at 
the most from those representing each type of spiritual gift are to speak per 
service, that they are to speak in turn and not all at the same time, and that a 
tongue speaker is not to speak at all if there is no interpreter. Again, the sense 
is that there is no inherent value in these gifts for the community, no matter 
that they are spirit inspired, unless they contribute to the entire community. 

Paul’s concept of a proper worship service is clearly related to the concept 
of a proper symposium conversation as it was defined in clubs and associa- 
tions. Note, for example, that the term peace (eiréné) is used here in an ethi- 
cal sense,*! very much like the use of peace (quietus) in the Society of Diana 
and Antinous (line 24), where it also functions to define the basis for proper 
behavior at the community banquet. Also comparable is the usage of “good 
order and quietness” (eukosmia kai hésychia) in the Society of the Jobakchoi 
(line 65). Here there is an emphasis on orderly behavior, just as in Paul 
“peace” is contrasted with “disorder” (14:33) and analogous to “decently and 
in order” (14:40). In the Society of the Jobakchoi one was not to speak with- 
out permission of the priest (lines 107-9), whereas in Paul there is no refer- 
ence to a presiding official who was charged with keeping order. 

Paul's ideas may also be compared with those of Plutarch. Plutarch also 
emphasized “good order” (eutaxia) as opposed to “lack of order” (ataxia). In 
the context of his discussion, “good order” was understood to be preserved by 
assigning guests to couches according to their proper rank in society. The prin- 
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ciple of “good order” was not to be applied only to the reclining arrangement, 
however. It was to be applied “in all details” (peri panta) of a drinking party. 
Only in that way would it be “a symposium that is as agreeable as possible.”** 

Thus when he referred to proper conversation at the banquet, he empha- 
sized, as did Paul, that it should be of a type that all present could understand 
and participate in, and for this he used an analogy very much like Paul's. In 
1 Cor 12:13, Paul spoke of unity based on the analogy of a shared cup of wine. 
Plutarch’s argument states: "Indeed, just as the wine must be common to all, 
so too the conversation must be one in which all will share . . . [otherwise] . . . 
gone is the aim and end of the good fellowship of the party, and Dionysus is 
outraged.”* Like Paul, Plutarch constructed an argument for a community 
bond on the basis of the shared wine, and this bond then determined the 
nature of the conversation. Also like Paul, what is to characterize the conver- 
sation is that it be participated in by all, just as the wine is. 

For Paul “order” (taxis) refers to nothing more complicated than that 
everyone should speak in turn and not at the same time. The picture of 
Christian worship in Corinth as given here is of a loose, unstructured service, 
in which everyone participates at will, each with one or another type of mes- 
sage, “a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a tongue, or an interpretation” (14:26). 
There is a particular emphasis on ecstatic utterance of such a sort that if an 
outsider were to witness it as the only aspect of the service, he would judge 
that they were all mad (14:23). 

What Paul suggests to improve the service is not to do away with its free- 
spirited nature, but to impose order and communal participation on the var- 
ied verbal expressions. Thus the worship service after Pauls restructuring 
would still include ecstatic utterances. For example, he concludes, “do not 
forbid speaking in tongues” (14:39). He never denies the divine origin of this 
gift; indeed he was a tongue-speaker himself (14:18-19). Rather, he specified 
that this and all gifts and “contributions” (14:26) should be subject to the 
same rules: that they be expressed in an orderly fashion and in a form such 
that everyone could understand them and benefit from them. Inherent in 
this rule of order is the idea that each individual could control the spirit that 
possessed him, a principle he stated at 14:32: “The spirits of prophets are 
subject to the prophets.”** 

At the Christian assembly, the women must have been included as full 
participants in the communal meal just as were masters and slaves, rich and 
poor, Jews and Greeks. Indeed, their equal participation in the symposium 
discourse is clearly indicated in 11:2-16, for here they are seen to pray and 
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prophesy just as the men do. The only question at this point for Paul is 
whether they are properly attired. 

This assumption of participation by women at 11:2-16 is contradicted by 
14:33b-36, where women are told to be silent at the assemblies. From the 
perspective of this study, 14:33b-36 stands out as an anomaly in its context. 
Silence had been recommended for particular individuals in the context of 
the discussion, but on the basis of the ethics of otkodomé, whereby each indi- 
vidual would be obligated to consider the effect of one’s activities at worship 
on the community as a whole. The rule at 14:34 operates on a different prin- 
ciple, however, and has no apparent connection with the ethical foundation 
underlying the rest of the discussion. 

To be sure, the position taken in 14:33b-36 is not uncommon in the cul- 
ture. Indeed, women were still somewhat suspect as participants in a ban- 
quet. Furthermore, the style of legal language used here, as opposed to the 
ethical argument of the context, is similar to the form for rules in the 
inscribed statutes of Greek and Roman clubs. Yet this text is an abrupt depar- 
ture in the context of Paul’s argument and contradicts what he assumes in 
11:2-16, namely, that women still speak at worship but dress differently. Paul 
had been careful to argue throughout 1 Corinthians on the basis of ethical 
principles that are to serve as the foundation for the social obligation of the 
individual to the community. Here in 14:33b-36 the perspective instead is 
that community law rather than social ethics is the determinative principle. 

Because of these anomalies, the suggestion that makes the most sense is 
that this text is an interpolation added to Paul's letter from within the Chris- 
tian community at a later time? If this conclusion is not accepted, then this 
text must still be dealt with as an anomaly. The best explanations from that 
perspective are those that emphasize the unique nature of these instructions, 
suggesting that they apply to a specific situation in the community rather 
than to women as a whole.” 

The fact that the Christian community included women as full partici- 
pants in its communal meal was notable but not unique. The Greeks had a 
long-standing tradition that proper women did not attend banquets, partic- 
ularly those with a traditional symposium. But there were many meal occa- 
sions, some festive, that involved the entire family. Whenever women and 
children were present at the table in a traditional Greek society, however, they 
were to sit rather than recline, thus indicating their secondary social status. 

The Romans, on the other hand, had begun to allow women to recline at 
the table as full participants in a banquet. At the banquet of Trimalchio, for 
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example, the host's wife reclines next to a woman friend, and they talk 
together and freely participate in the conversation at the table." Indeed, 
Romans were aware of this difference between their customs and those of the 
Greeks and made much of it.5* 

Consequently, in the Roman period in Greece the customs appear to have 
been in flux. Undoubtedly many Greeks clung to the old ways. But there are 
also indications that other Greeks had adopted the Roman style. For exam- 
ple, in the second century c.e. Lucian of Samosata, in his satyrical Sympo- 
sium, refers to women reclining at a marriage feast and symposium without 
remarking on it at all. They seem to have been placed at the lowest-ranking 
couches and are not mentioned as taking part in the conversation. For exam- 
ple, at one point they are addressed but do not reply. Later, however, when a 
brawl breaks out, they participate along with the men.” 

This example from Lucian is an idealized, though satirical, view of what 
might be termed “high society” in Greece. Perhaps more germane to a dis- 
cussion of early Christian communities would be the customs followed by 
the many Greek and Roman clubs. Here we find many examples of women, 
as well as slaves, listed as full members.” We must assume, therefore, that 
they would also have been full participants in the club banquets. 

Since women were found at the table in certain contexts in the Greco- 
Roman world, the practice of Christians would not have been unique. But it 
would have been noticed. And the rationale for the inclusion of women, 
which was based on the concept of inclusion as the raison d'étre of the Chris- 
tian meal, would make this practice seem a necessary function of the meal, as 
necessary as inclusion of the Gentiles and other social and religious outsiders. 

First Corinthians 8 and 10 also present discussions of meal ethics based on 
the concepts of “that which builds up” (oikodom2) and “that which is benefi- 
cial” (sympheron). Here, however, the issue is the eating of sacrificial meat at 
a communal meal. This had become a point of dispute between the “strong” 
and the “weak.” For the “strong” the meat posed no problem. They knew 
that it had no real religious significance. To the “weak,” however, the eating 
of such meat was understood to be an act of worship to the god to whom it 
was sacrificed. Thus whenever the “weak” brother or sister saw the “strong” 
brother or sister eating in a pagan temple, the conscience of the weak one was 
offended (8:10). And whenever a “strong” person ate meat in the house of an 
unbeliever who acknowledged it as sacrificial meat, then the unbeliever's con- 
science was offended also (10:28-29). The issue is not whether the meat has 
any efficacy—Paul acknowledges that it does not (8:4-6; 10:29-30)—but 
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rather the issue is one of social obligation to a brother or sister or to an unbe- 
liever with whom one happens to be sharing a meal. 

In 8:1 the problem is stated in this way: “Now concerning food sacrificed 
to idols: we know that ‘all of us possess knowledge.’ Knowledge puffs up 
[causes pride in itself], but love builds up [reaches out to the other].” The 
knowledge that an idol has no power is not in itself wrong but has the wrong 
perspective. It is characterized by the individualism of “pride” (physioun), 
whereas Paul's perspective is that of “love” (agapé), which functions as a com- 
munity ethic to “upbuild” or “edify” (oikodomein). 

The terminology is quite similar at 10:23-24: “All things are lawful,’ but 
not all things are beneficial [sympherei]. ‘All things are lawful,’ but not all 
things build up [oikodomei]. Do not seek your own advantage, but that of the 
other.” The phrase “all things are lawful” had evidently been the catchphrase 
of those identified as “strong.” Here again Paul opposes this individualistic 
perspective in favor of a communal one. But in this instance, he applied the 
inter-community ethic in a missionary sense. The setting is a meal with an 
unbeliever, yet the Christian's actions are to be such that the unbeliever's con- 
science will not be offended, with the ultimate goal that he will be saved 
(10:33). This social obligation toward the unbeliever is defined by the same 
terms that are used to define ethics among brethren at the Christian com- 
munal meal, that is, “upbuilding” or oikodomé (10:23) and “beneficial” or 
sympheron (10:33). Clearly, the reason why the same sense of social obliga- 
tion is extended to the unbeliever is because of the meal setting. The same 
missionary idea is found at 14:22-25, where the rules of inter-community 
ethics are applied to the unbeliever, but the implication of the context is that 
he has also shared the meal. Thus, because a meal is shared with an unbe- 
liever, communal bonds are created that are comparable to those created 
among the Christian membership. Note also that to "seek . . . [the] advantage 
. . of the other” (10:24,33; 14:4) in this context means seeking the neigh- 
bor's salvation, a concept that also applies in some cases when the ethics are 
between brothers and sisters (8:11-12). 

What is apparent here is that the term build up (oikodomé) is consistently 
being used in connection with meal situations, though the setting varies from 
example to example. In chapter 8, the situation is described as a chance 
encounter with a brother or sister who is participating at a banquet in a tem- 
ple dining room: “if others see you . . . eating in the temple of an idol" (8:10). 
This statement has about it the sense of a hypothetical example, albeit one 
that could very likely have happened.?! The community dispute itself, then, 


THE BANQUET IN THE CHURCHES OF PAUL 211 


would have arisen out of the known differences of the members in regard to 
dietary practices rather than out of the issue envisioned by the hypothetical 
example itself. Most likely it developed in the community meals themselves. 

The example in chapter 10 should also be seen as hypothetical, though 
again it is an event that could very likely have happened. Here the believer is 
pictured as dining at the home of an unbeliever: “If an unbeliever invites you 
to a meal . . .” (10:27). In other cases implied in the text, it would appear that 
unbelievers had also appeared at the community table. Note that the com- 
munity gathering (“when you come together,” 11:20) included eating 
together and furthermore involved the presence of unbelievers (14:23). 

The clearest definition of the ethical nature of oikodomé is found here at 
10:24: “Do not seek your own advantage, but that of the other.” Here the 
term is given an altruistic definition. A similar idea is found at 12:25, where 
the argument that the spiritual gifts do not cause schisms is based on the fact 
that “the members . . . have the same care for one another.” The term 
oikodome has been used throughout 1 Corinthians in a sense similar to the 
term philia (“friendship”) in discussions of meal ethics in popular philoso- 
phy. The altruistic sense spotlighted here at 10:24 is not inconsistent with the 
friendship ethic. 

A closer equivalent to the concept of friendship in Paul, and a term that 
seems to be used self-consciously in that sense, is the term agapé or “love.” 
Paul presents agapé as the primary underpinning for oikodomé at 8:1: “Love 
builds up” (hē agapé oikodomei). This phrase already points ahead to chapter 
13, in which he presents agapé as the primary foundation for community 
ethics. 

It is striking how closely the “hymn” to agapé in chapter 13 corresponds to 
the concept of friendship in popular philosophy.” First, it clearly relates to its 
context, for it takes its departure from the context of proper speaking at Chris- 
tian assemblies: “If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels . . . if I have 
prophetic powers and understand all mysteries and all knowledge . . ." (13:1-2). 
Thus it functions here to define in more detail the ethical base for social oblig- 
ation at the communal meal. 

Second, it appears especially appropriate to a symposium context. Enco- 
mia or conversations in praise of love were in fact standard in the symposium 
tradition.’ In popular philosophy the term for love in the banquet setting 
was erös. Indeed, one of the most famous discourses on eras in the ancient 
world was that at the table of Agathon in Platos Symposium, where several 
speakers, including Socrates, speak in praise of eras. Here there is an 
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emphasis on erös as the virtue that creates harmony and fellowship at the 
meal, a type of argument that is attributed to friendship (philia) in other con- 
texts in popular philosophy and to agapé in this context in 1 Corinthians. 
Thus the hymn to agapé instead of erös in the context of a meal offers a strik- 
ing and ingenious contrast to standard Greek tradition.” 

Whenever the form of the text in 1 Corinthians 13 is analyzed, it is found 
to be closest to a particular kind of encomium to the greatest virtue, This 
seems to have been a stock subject for philosophical discourse, and often 
such praise was framed in a poetic form. 

One speech in Plato's Symposium had such a form and is quite similar to 1 
Corinthians 13. Among the attributes of erös in this passage are the following: 


It is he [Eräs] who makes . . . peace among men. . . . He it is who casts 
alienation out, draws intimacy in; he brings us together in all such 
friendly gatherings as the present; at feasts and dances and sacrificial 
meals he makes himself our leader; politeness contriving, moroseness 
outdriving; kind giver of amity, giving no enmity . . . in toil and fear, in 
drink and discourse, our trustiest helmsman, boatswain, champion, 


deliverer. . . .°° 


There is clearly an emphasis here on erös as the quality that creates harmony 
and fellowship at the meal, a type of argument that is attributed to friendship 
(philia) in other contexts in popular philosophy and to agapé in this context 
in 1 Corinthians. 

Also close to Paul's argument is an encomium to truth in 1 Esd 4:34-40. 
Like Paul’s encomium to agapé, it is also connected with a symposium con- 
text and is presented in a poetic style. Although it is not specifically con- 
cerned with social ethics, it approaches its subject in a style similar to Paul's. 
For example, in a passage reminiscent of 1 Cor 13:7-8 and 13, truth is 
described as “greater, and stronger than all things . . . truth endures and is 
strong for ever and lives and prevails for ever and ever" (4:35, 38).°” This dis- 
course takes place just after a banquet given by King Darius. The participants 
then propose to the king their views as to “what is strongest” (1 Esd 3:5). The 
encomium to truth is the response of Zarubbabel. The question is of a form 
that is typical of symposium discourses. For example, Plutarch presents such 
a formula in his fictional depiction of a symposium of the “seven sages”: 





“What is the oldest thing?” “Time.” What is the greatest?” “The uni- 
verse.” “What is the wisest?” “Truth.”** 
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To this may be compared 1 Cor 12:31, in which agapé is called “the higher 
way,” and 13:13, in which it is called the “greatest.” 

Whether the hymn belongs in this context or whether it was even com- 
posed by Paul are points that have been rigorously debated.! It appears to 
be disruptive in its context since it is of a different style from the rest of the 
letter and seems to break into a text that could be construed as continuous 
from 12:31b to 14:1. From another perspective, however, it can be seen to fit 
quite well into its context. Note, for example, how well chapter 13 correlates 
with the themes of chapters 12 and 14. Furthermore, Paul had already 
alluded to the connection of agapé and oikodome at 8:1. Here then he pro- 
vides a poetic prelude to the practical ethical considerations of chapter 14. 
Thus agapé is the greatest virtue above prophecy and tongues (13:1-2). 
Indeed, all such gifts will cease, whereas agapé is of enduring value. 

The function of the agapé hymn in its context in 1 Corinthians serves to 
emphasize the nature of the structure of social obligation that Paul is 
attempting to impose. For while he argues against the status system in effect 
at Corinth and appears to set up an alternative status system, in effect he has 
presented no status system at all but has overturned the idea of status itself. 
For example, Paul presents a goal for which one should strive, but that goal 
does not serve to enhance oneself but to serve others (taking 12:31 as an 
introduction to chapter 13). Similarly, the gift of prophecy is a worthy goal 
to seek, not because of worth inherent in itself but because it “upbuilds” the 
church (as in 14:1-5). Finally, love itself, as the ultimate ethical path, is not a 
path to glory but a path to service. 

So also, whenever Paul speaks of ranking in the worship service, he con- 
sistently imputes the assigning of status to God and to the spirit. Whenever 
he speaks of order in the worship, he never speaks of a presiding officer or 
symposiarch. Rather, the purpose of the instructions, which are, after all, not 
addressed to the leaders but to the whole church, is to provide guidelines for 
which each individual is to take responsibility. See, for example, 1 Cor 11:28: 
“Examine yourselves.” Oikodomé is an ethic defining the relationship of the 
individual to the community, not one by which the community governs the 
individual. Thus individuals are to be self-directed; whenever someone else is 
speaking, they are to remain seated and quiet. No fines are imposed for 
speaking out of turn; appeal is made only to their own individual sense of 
oikodome, which is founded on the highest virtue of all, agapé. 

It is interesting to note that the spirit appears to take no part in ordering 
the service. Rather, order at the gathering is up to the individual to whom the 
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spirit is “subject” (14:32). It might be noted, however, that among the spiri- 
tual gifts enumerated by Paul at 12:28 are “forms of assistance” and “forms of 
leadership.”!°' How these roles were carried out in community gatherings is 
not specified in the text.'°? One might be inclined to assume that they served 
a function similar to the “orderly officers” at club meetings or like the “pres- 
idents” at synagogue meetings and Christian meetings in a later period. But 
Paul's argument in chapter 14 appears not to allow for that possibility, since 
there is no reference to anyone who is charged with keeping order for the 
group as a whole. 

Certainly, more is being claimed for agapé in 1 Corinthians 13 than is 
imputed to oikodomé in 1 Corinthians 14. But this kind of eloquence is in 
the nature of such a poetic interlude. It should also be noted that agapé is 
here a “way” of virtue (hodos, 12:31b).!° As such, agap? is placed first, above 
faith and hope (13:13), precisely because it “builds up,” whereas faith and 
hope are of value primarily to the individual. Thus the form, equating agapé 
with the highest virtue, further emphasizes Paul's definition of virtue as that 
which serves the community. The relative devaluation of faith and hope must 
be seen in this context and may be compared to the relative devaluation of 
tongue speaking as compared to prophecy.!?* 

Indeed, as we have seen, Paul set about to define the proper meal accord- 
ing to popular morality, but with a uniquely Christian definition. He did not 
change the institution of the formal meal, but adopted and adapted it as the 
basis of his sense of community. It has often been noted that no reference to 
Christ is found in the hymn. That only emphasizes that Paul's definition of 
the "Lord's supper" as an agapé feast is derived from concepts in popular 
morality, although Paul anchors his discussion at least partially in the liturgi- 
cal tradition (11:23-26).!°° Thus the hymn to agapé in this context repre- 
sents a conscious effort on Paul's part to restructure symposium traditions 
and make of the institution a *Lord's supper" (11:20). Thus he altered the 
Platonic praise of erös by applying the term agapé to the definition of “friend- 
ship” (philia), and thereby he created a new ethical terminology. 


Welcome One Another: Hospitality at the Table in Romans 

In Rom 14:1—15:13, Paul presents a discourse on community ethics that 
mirrors in many respects his discussion in 1 Corinthians 8-10. The problem 
once more is a situation of tension within the Christian community between 
the “weak” and the “strong.” In both cases, “weak” and “strong” are defined 
by differences in diet, which in Romans especially is best understood as a ref- 
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erence to distinctions between Jewish and Gentile Christians over dietary 
laws.!% 

The context where the tensions would have come up is most likely to have 
been at the community table. Paul's primary concern is that the two sides 
“welcome” or “accept” one another. The term for welcome (proslambanein) 
carries the weight of reconciliation of tensions within the community. Stan- 
ley K. Stowers defines the term to mean “to take someone into a relation of 
mutual assistance, that is, ancient friendship.”'” 

The question that then arises is how such acceptance was to be communi- 
cated. I would suggest that it was primarily at the table where this response 
was carried out. Just as the tensions arose at the table, so also would they be 
resolved at the table. The term welcome or accept can therefore be understood 
as embedded in the ancient concept of hospitality. In the language of Paul, it 
is a form of “building up” the community. 

Was this a real situation in the church of Rome? It seems to me that Paul’s 
language is too direct for this to be entirely hypothetical. With an increasing 
consensus of opinion that chapter 16 belongs to Paul’s original letter, we 
therefore have evidence that Paul was in conversation with individuals who 
were familiar with the church at Rome. In any case, Paul treats the issue as a 
real one, and, whether or not he got it entirely right in the case of Rome, it is 
not unlikely that it was common in more than one Christian community. 

Why is his advice so different here than in Antioch and Corinth? In Anti- 
och, he denounced the practice of dietary laws. In Corinth, and here, he 
urges tolerance for those who have dietary restrictions. What is consistent in 
the two cases is that Paul argues for the community to be held intact. 

What we can imagine happening in Rome was that the “vegetarians” were 
individuals who were reluctant to eat meat that was not kosher; thus they ate 
no meat at all. This means that they remained a part of the meal fellowship, 
unlike the group in Antioch who separated themselves from the Gentile 
table. Consequently, Paul is dealing with dietary laws from another perspec- 
tive. Now he can argue for tolerance, as long as community cohesion 
remains. And it is the common table that carries the primary force of con- 
veying that cohesion. 

Paul's strongest statement is at 15:7: “Welcome one another, therefore, 
just as Christ has welcomed you.” This formula can be compared to other 
statements of Paul on the theological grounding of table ethics. For example, 
when Paul argued in 1 Corinthians 8 for the “strong” to accommodate them- 
selves to the dietary scruples of the “weak” lest “by your knowledge those 
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weak believers for whom Christ died are destroyed” (8:11), he was basing 
these ethical restraints on the bonds created by the death of Christ. On the 
other hand, when he argued in Galatians that Peter was wrong to separate 
himself from the table at Antioch to accommodate the dietary scruples of 
“the circumcision faction,” his argument was similar: “if justification comes 
through the law, then Christ died for nothing” (2:21). In all three cases, the 
communal bonds created by the death of Christ are to be kept intact by “wel- 
coming one another as Christ also welcomed you” (Rom 15:7). 

To welcome or accept the other, therefore, must be seen not as an intel- 
lectual acceptance, but as embodied in the ritual act of dining together at the 
community table. The table was a common cultural symbol for membership 
in a group. It was the ultimate expression of social bonding. Paul's advice to 
the Romans drew on this cultural heritage and envisioned a way for Chris- 
tians to experience the “welcome” of Christ as mediated by and ritualized at 
the community table. 


CONCLUSION 


In summary, we have found: (1) that issues of the table are prominent in all 
the major churches of Paul; (2) that these issues are best explained as having 
arisen at the community meal; (3) that the conflict at Antioch and the result- 
ing crystallization of Paul’s theology should be taken as determinative for 
defining the issues at all of Paul's churches; (4) that these issues involved Jew- 
ish dietary laws that resulted in divisions between Jews and Greeks at the 
meal and thus in community life and theology; and (5) that the ideology of 
the banquet as found in the culture formed the backdrop for the develop- 
ment of the issues and Paul's resulting theological, liturgical, and ethical 
responses. 

The aspects of the ideology of the banquet utilized by Paul include: 

1) The significance of the meal to create social bonding. Thus Paul argues 
to the Galatians that separate meals represent an overturning of the truth of 
the gospel, since it symbolizes a distinction between Jews and Greeks. Simi- 
larly, separation at the table in Corinth causes the meal to deteriorate into 
something less than the supper of the Lord. Rather, if they eat as one com- 
munity, and thus symbolize that all are one before God, then they will 
thereby “proclaim the Lord’s death” (1 Cor 11:26), which, of course, is the 
means whereby such unity among human beings has been established by 
God.! When he addressed the Romans he took a somewhat different tack, 





THE BANQUET IN THE CHURCHES OF PauL El 217 


arguing that unity can be achieved at the same table even if a different menu 
is eaten (14:1—15:6). 

2) The tradition whereby a meal symbolized social obligation within the 
community. Here Paul utilized traditional arguments from Greco-Roman 
meal ethics to define the basis for community identity and social ethics. This 
is especially to be seen in 1 Corinthians, where his arguments for unity, based 
on that which serves the community (or “builds up") rather than that which 
serves the individual, derive from traditional arguments for proper behavior 
at the banquet. 

3) The dichotomy of social stratification versus social equality at the ban- 
quet. Here Paul argues consistently that equality before God is to be realized 
in community life by means of a community meal shared in common and 
equally among all. Yet at the same time, he must contend with customs that 
provide for normal social distinctions within a unified community. He seems 
to vacillate on this point, as does the Greco-Roman data, sometimes break- 
ing down the barriers entirely and sometimes allowing distinctions to exist as 
long as the overall symbolism was one of unity. 

My conclusion, therefore, is that Paul's theology cannot be seen to exist as 
if in a vacuum or purely as an intellectual syllogism. Rather, it was under- 
stood, proclaimed, and practiced in the context of the life of the community. 
Just as the meal was central to the life of the community, so also it was cen- 
tral to the development of Paul’s thought. For it was the community meal 
that provided not only the catalyst and context but also a social ideology for 
the development of Paul's theological, ethical, and liturgical formulations. 





CHAPTER 8 


THE BANQUET 
IN THE GOSPELS 


The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who gave a wedding 
banquet for his son .. . 
—Matt 22:2 // Luke 14:16 // Gos. Thom. 64:1 


For John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, “He has a 
demon’; the Son of Man came eating and drinking, and they say, 
“Look, a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!” 
—Matt 11:18-19 // Luke 7:31-35 


Meals in the Gospels consistently reflect the Greco-Roman banquet tradition. 
For example, in all descriptions of meals of Jesus the posture is reclining. This 
is even true of the miraculous feedings that take place outdoors. The reclin- 
ing motif is only the tip of the iceberg, however. As this study will show, the 
meal texts in the Jesus tradition have been constructed throughout with ref- 
erence to the Greco-Roman banquet tradition and ideology. 

The Jesus tradition is permeated with rich usages of the banquet motif, 
from its metaphorical use in the parables to stories about meals in which 
Jesus took part. What we are dealing with here is properly identified as a ban- 
quet motif. For these are narrative materials, and the banquet is a time-tested 
topos in various forms of literature functioning to typify the hero and his 
ideals. Consequently, in this literature the banquet is to be analyzed espe- 
cially from a literary perspective. 

The layers of the Jesus tradition are well known, but delineating them 
once more will help us identify the ways in which the banquet motif is func- 
tioning. 

1) At the level of the historical Jesus, there are two usages commonly 
referred to in the literature. One is the banquet used as a motif within the 
preaching of Jesus, as, for example, in the parables. The excerpt quoted above 
from the parable of the great banquet is an example of this motif. The other 
type of historical Jesus data is a collection of references to meals held by or 
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participated in by Jesus. These types of meal texts are usually presented as a 
kind of “parabolic action,” by means of which Jesus would proclaim a partic- 
ular message. The second example quoted above refers to this type. The Last 
Supper text can also be placed in this category. 

As I will argue below, the representations of meals of Jesus in the Gospel 
tradition function as idealizations of Jesus as hero. The extent to which the 
motif of Jesus at table accurately represented the historical Jesus is a complex 
issue. At minimum, however, it may be said that this data testifies to a Jesus 
who self-consciously chose a lifestyle that was positive toward the banquet 
table as compared with the ascetic lifestyle of John the Baptist. 

2) At the level commonly referred to as “oral tradition,” in the period after 
Jesus’ death, early Christian preachers told stories about him in the context 
of the fledgling Christian communities. The banquet emerged as a useful 
motif for defining aspects of the hero, Jesus. During this period early Chris- 
tian communities were also centering many of their communal religious 
activities on meals, which gave special meaning to stories of Jesus at table. At 
this point in the tradition, the typification of Jesus as a table companion of 
“tax collectors and sinners” became a symbol for the identity of early Chris- 
tian groups. 

3) The earliest written materials utilized these already existing motifs in 
the tradition and enlarge and expand on them, drawing especially upon the 
varied usages of the banquet motif in Greco-Roman literature. The Gospels 
continued this trend, so that the banquet became a stock literary motif to 
serve the theological interests of the individual Gospel writers. In addition, 
references to meal traditions in the Gospels served to enhance the communal 
meals being practiced in their communities. 

The presentation of Jesus at table in the Gospels must be understood in 
relation to the overall plot of each Gospel. Each of the Gospel writers imag- 
ines the table where Jesus dined according to a particular idealized model, 
one that is consistent with the overall picture of Jesus presented in their par- 
ticular stories. In addition, these idealized models can be seen to correlate 
with a plot motif used in each of the Gospels, the motif of irony. That is to 
say, the story of Jesus as told in the Gospels takes place on two levels. On one 
level, the values are those of the “world” that crucifies him. On the other 
level, the values are those of God, who “glorifies” him. The same is true when 
Jesus dines. What appears to be a normal meal setting is actually a “parabolic” 
presentation of a heavenly reality. 

Therefore, throughout the various layers of the Jesus tradition, we are 
dealing with especially complex materials in which social reality and narra- 
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tive world are significantly intertwined. It is clear that social reality is being 
represented in these texts and that the texts are true to the values of their 
social world. The question is where that social reality is to be located and how 
it is to be defined, that is, whether we are dealing primarily with the social 
reality of the storyteller or whether we have access to the social reality of the 
characters in the story, notably the social reality of the historical Jesus. The 
issues are complex, and nowhere are they more complex than when they 
relate to the historical Jesus. 


THE BANQUET AND THE HISTORICAL JESUS! 


Jesus obviously ate meals with various individuals in his lifetime, and many of 
those meals may have been memorable. But did Jesus use table fellowship as a 
mode of proclamation? A large number of scholars say he did, though they 
often disagree on how this was done and what message was communicated. 
Too often such conclusions have been drawn on the basis of inadequate data 
and untested presuppositions about the structure and social function of 
ancient meals. Utilizing the data and perspectives gathered in this study, we 
can come afresh at the issue of meals in the historical Jesus tradition. 

A review of recent research on the historical Jesus must begin with Nor- 
man Pertin’s influential book Rediscovering the Teaching of Jesus. Pertin's judg- 
ment on the table fellowship theme has been widely used by subsequent 
authors, sometimes in the same form and sometimes in a modified form. Per- 
rin gave historical authenticity to the tradition that Jesus offered table fel- 
lowship to “outcasts,” or “tax collectors and sinners,” as especially recorded in 
Matt 11:16-19 (“Look, a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors 
and sinners!”). Furthermore, according to Perrin, Jesus’ table fellowship uti- 
lized the symbolism of the messianic banquet, as defined in Matt 8:11: “I tell 
you, many will come from east and west and will eat with Abraham and Isaac 
and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven” (= Luke 13:28-29). Both of these texts 
he judged to be “indubitably authentic.”? His basic argument for authentic- 
ity in both cases was along the lines of the classic criterion of dissimilarity, 
that these texts represent perspectives more appropriate to Jesus’ setting than 
to that of the early church? 

According to his interpretation, therefore, “a regular table fellowship” 
would have been held by Jesus and his followers that would have included 
“Jews who had made themselves as Gentiles,” Perrin's interpretation of the 
meaning of “tax collectors and sinners.” Utilizing the symbolism of the 
kingdom, especially as exemplified by the messianic banquet imagery that 
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symbolized the anticipated final kingdom, Jesus’ action in effect served “to 
welcome those people back into the community." 

According to Perrin, this reconstruction is seen as authentic because it 
explains how Jesus came to die: his actions defiled the boundaries of the 
community and thus functioned as an act of such offensiveness to Jewish 
sensibilities that Jewish leaders called for his death. It also explains how the 
early Christian community came to practice a communal meal together, a 
practice that came into existence so early that it must have been a continua- 
tion of the practice of Jesus himself.’ 

Subsequent scholarship has continued along these same lines. Thus, for 
example, the idea that Jesus offered the kingdom to outcasts by means of his 
table fellowship figures prominently, with some variation and elaboration, in 
the studies of James Breech, E. P. Sanders, Richard Horsley, Marcus Borg, 
John Dominic Crossan, Bruce Chilton, and John P. Meier.‘ This is not to say 
that they all come out at the same place; indeed, their reconstructions of the 
historical Jesus differ on significant points. Yet they all agree in giving promi- 
nence to the table fellowship theme. Indeed, for many scholars the theme of 
table fellowship with outcasts is primary and essential to any valid recon- 
struction of the historical Jesus. Crossan, for example, states emphatically: 
“My wager is that magic and meal or miracle and table . . . is the heart of 
Jesus’ program. . . . If that is incorrect, this book will have to be redone.”” 

The question that needs to be asked is whether the picture of Jesus utiliz- 
ing table fellowship with a symbolic meaning as part of his teaching program 
can be plausibly reconstructed as a real event in first-century Palestine. There 
is no doubt that it is a powerful image on the literary level. But the question 
remains whether it could function in the same way on the historical level in 
the time of Jesus. 

The meals of Jesus as depicted in the Gospels contain typical elements of 
the Greco-Roman banquet and/or symposium tradition. These include such 
features as reclining (Mark 2:15; 6:39; 8:6; 14:3; 14:18 [and synoptic paral- 
lels]; Luke 7:36; 11:37; 14:7; 24:30),* washing of the feet prior to reclining 
(Luke 7:44; John 13:3-5), anointing the head with perfumes (Mark 14:3), 
saying prayers before the deipnon (Mark 6:41; 8:6-7; 14:22), ranking at the 
table (Luke 14:7) and at the symposium (Mark 14:23), sharing a wine liba- 
tion around the table (Mark 14:23), discourse on appropriate themes during 
the symposium (Luke 14:7-24), ending the meal with a hymn (Mark 14:26), 
and a host of other literary features that will be discussed further in the analy- 
sis of Mark and Luke below. These and other motifs in the Jesus meal tradi- 
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tion derive from Greco-Roman meal customs as associated especially with 
the archetype of the formal meal, the banquet. 

Since the Gospels are literary presentations of the Jesus story, they also uti- 
lized the common literary motifs of the banquet in the Greco-Roman world, 
Significant literary models include the literary form of the symposium or the 
idealization of the hero at table in folklore and literature. These literary mod- 
els shape the telling of a banquet story and therefore complicate our quest for 
historical data. 

There are four categories of meals of Jesus either alluded to or described in 
the data: (1) meals with Pharisees, (2) miraculous feedings, (3) meals with 
“tax collectors and sinners,” and (4) meals with disciples. Of these, only three 
and four offer a high degree of historical probability. References to meals 
with Pharisees are found only in the Gospel of Luke and are clearly redac- 
tional.? The miraculous feeding stories, like other miracles in the Jesus tradi- 
tion, are problematic if assumed to be historical events. Their function is to 
idealize Jesus, much as the meal texts in general do. Consequently, they will 
be analyzed as components of the literary motifs of the Gospel narratives. 

The two categories that are the most fruitful for historical analysis are 
Jesus’ meals with tax collectors and sinners and his meals with his disciples. 
The theme of meals with tax collectors and sinners is complicated on several 
levels. First, the question arises whether any of the stories that recount such 
meals could be reliable. Second, apart from the stories, could the sayings that 
characterized Jesus as eating with tax collectors and sinners represent reliable 
data about Jesus? Third, if there is something to this tradition, that is, if Jesus 
did eat frequently with tax collectors and sinners, what could such actions 
possibly mean? 

Jesus must have had meals with his disciples. This we can assume. And it 
seems quite likely that they would have looked back on them later as full of 
meaning. But here the question is whether the Gospel narratives are reliable 
accounts of such meals. Furthermore, in all such cases of Jesus’ meals, 
whether with disciples or tax collectors and sinners, even if one might con- 
clude that such meals took place, the basic question would still remain, did 
Jesus use meals as a means of proclamation? 

There are also isolated references in the Gospels in which seemingly inci- 
dental events take place at meals. In these instances, the meal provides the 
setting for the event, but the meal symbolism is secondary to the overall 
theme. Thus even if these references were judged to be historical, the meals 
themselves do not carry the symbolic weight to be judged parabolic actions 
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of Jesus. The most important example from this group is the story of the 
anointing of Jesus at a meal, which occurs in various forms in the Gospels 
(Matt 26:6-13 = Mark 14:3-9 = Luke 7:36-50 = John 12:1-8). This story 
functions as a post-Easter interpretation of the death of Jesus and therefore 
most likely originated as a redaction by Mark.'° Another text is the story of 
Martha and Mary at a meal setting, which is found only in Luke 10:38-42 
and is best understood as another example of Luke's extensive use of the lit- 
erary motif of table fellowship. This text will be discussed further below. 

References to meal symbolism may also be found in the sayings of Jesus. 
Such sayings could have originated in a meal setting, such as in the “table 
talk” of Jesus. That would fit the pattern in ancient meals, as we have already 
seen, in which teaching could take place at table. But when these traditions 
were passed down, they tended to lack any specific context; most notably 
they lacked a meal context. At the least, these references show the pervasive- 
ness of meal symbolism as a motif in folklore and literature. One need not 
assume that they refer in any way to actual meals of Jesus. Examples of such 
traditions may be listed as follows: (1) The Feast (Matt 22:2-13 = Luke14:16- 
23 = Gos. Thom. 64:1); (2) Blessed the Hungry (Matt 5:6 = Luke 6:21a = Gos. 
Thom. 69:2); (3) Salting the Salt (Matt 5:13 = Mark 9:50 = Luke 14:34-35); 
(4) Patches and Wineskins (Matt 9:16-17 = Mark 2:21-22 = Luke 5:36b-38 = 
Gos. Thom. 47:4); (5) Leader as Servant (Matt 20:25b-28 = Matt 23:11 = 
Mark 9:35b = Mark 10:42b-45 = Luke 9:48b = Luke 22:25-27 = John 13:14); 
and (6) Patriarchs and Gentiles (Matt 8:1 1-12 = Luke 13:28-29).!! 

There are various other meal references in the Gospels in which the pri- 
mary motif is Jesus’ opposition to certain interpretations of Jewish dietary 
laws. Some examples of these texts are as follows: 1) Unwashed Hands (Matt 
15:1-9 = Mark 7:1-13); 2) What Goes In (Matt 15:11 = Mark 7:15 = Gos. 
Thom. 14:3); 3) Leaven of Pharisees (Matt 16:6, 11b = Mark 8:15b = Luke 
12:1b); and 4) Inside and Outside (Matt 23:25-26 = Luke 11:39-41 = Gos 
Thom 89). In a recent analysis of the debate about hand-washing in Mark 
7:1-15, Klawans has proposed that the Markan portrayal of the positions of 
Jesus and the Pharisees represented two legitimate opinions within Judaism 
of the day. That is to say, it was a matter of debate within Judaism of the day 
whether hand-washing as a temple purity rite should be required of all 
Jews.'? Consequently, there is significant verisimilitude in this story of Mark; 
such debates were actually taking place in the first century. However, the 
larger question is whether this and other stories of debates with the Pharisees 
represent a reality in Jesus’ day or a reality for the Jesus movement after the 
death of Jesus.'> 
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The most highly elaborated description of a formal meal of Jesus with his 
disciples is that of the Last Supper. This tradition is attested in Mark, which 
was then used as a source by Matthew and Luke, and in 1 Cor 11:23-25. 

The earliest Last Supper text is in 1 Cor 11:17-34. This text has a form 
that strongly suggests it took shape as an etiological legend. That is to say, it 
functions here to explain the meal, as etiological legends tend to do." It was 
also adapted and interpreted by Paul to fit his needs in his context. Similarly, 
Mark has taken the Last Supper tradition and incorporated it creatively into 
his narrative. Indeed, Mark’s passion narrative has been shown in recent 
research to be largely a creation of the Gospel writer. Consequently, the 
basic story of the Last Supper as presented by both Paul and Mark was 
adapted in both cases to fit the needs and purposes of their writings. Neither 
author saw his version of the tradition to be invariable and inviolable. Fur- 
thermore, the variations between their two accounts regarding the words of 
Jesus are so distinct that a single original form cannot successfully be con- 
structed, though many have tried. If the Last Supper is to be proposed as a 
historical event, then, it will have to be extrapolated from these two versions. 
One cannot simply read both of these accounts as historical and achieve a 
coherent result. 

Those who support the historicity of the tradition in Mark often follow 
Mark’s lead and interpret Jesus’ last meal with his disciples as a Passover 
meal.!6 This thesis has not stood up to scrutiny, however. For example, there 
is very little relationship to a Passover meal in the Last Supper text at all, 
other than the introductory reference (Mark 14:12-16), and that is clearly 
Mark’s creation." Thus, even if Jesus did celebrate a Passover meal with his 
disciples as his last meal, we do not have a clear reminiscence of such a meal 
in the description we now have. 

A historical reconstruction based on the Pauline text might point to the 
reference to these events taking place “on the night when he was handed over 
[paradideto; NRsv translates “betrayed”]” (1 Cor 11:23). Since the text says 
that this is the night when “the Lord” was handed over, however, it no longer 
claims to refer to historical memory, at least, not according to Paul's theology. 
“The Lord” is a christological category representing the risen Lord (Phil 2:9- 
11), and the theme of “handing over,” while likely a reference to the cruci- 
fixion event, nevertheless defines it as an action of God (see Rom 8:32).!* Of 
course, this text in Paul also witnesses to a pre-Pauline tradition that, at the 
least, apparently referred to a last meal of Jesus that included words of Jesus 
spoken over the bread and wine. Reconstructing a pre-Pauline historical Jesus 
tradition is problematic, however, not only because we cannot successfully 
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reconstruct an original form, but also because Paul's theology is primarily 
concerned with interpreting the death of Jesus. 

The question often raised by scholars is how much Jesus might have 
known about his own death. Some would argue that Jesus had a premonition 
that he would die soon. But the Last Supper tradition does more than simply 
predict his death. Rather, it provides a highly developed and ritualized inter- 
pretation of his death. To place the seeds of christological interpretation of 
Jesus in the thought and words of Jesus himself does not make good histori- 
cal sense, though it is comforting theologically. Historical probability would 
suggest that such interpretations of Jesus’ death developed in the years fol- 
lowing his death, not before. After all, earliest Christian memory also testifies 
to the death of Jesus as a problem that the first disciples had to wrestle with.!? 
Furthermore, some early Jesus groups seem to have given no particular theo- 
logical meaning at all to the death of Jesus. This seems to be the case, for 
example, with the communities that lie behind the earliest sayings Gospels, 
Q and early Thomas.” 

When Mark takes up the Last Supper text in his narrative of the life of 
Jesus, it becomes embedded in his larger theme in which Jesus has fore- 
knowledge of his death and provides a soteriological interpretation of it. This 
literary and theological formula that originates in Mark is then taken up by 
all of the Gospels until it reaches its culmination in John.?! Since the Last 
Supper story has no existence in our data apart from christological specula- 
tion, it quite likely originated as a form of christological speculation. Such a 
process of christological speculation, even in its earliest, originating form, is 
best understood as an attempt by the followers of Jesus to give him enduring 
significance after his death. To say that Jesus is the one who started such spec- 
ulation about himself is to ignore the nature of the data, in which christo- 
logical speculation is always a process under development. The process does 
not begin with certain knowledge or fact; rather, in its very beginning it is 
speculation, and as speculation it is subject to continuing reinterpretation. 

Doing theology though storytelling, for which Mark is our first exemplar 
in Christian literature and whose method and content were followed closely 
by the other Gospel writers, also helped to shape how the story was told. A 
storyteller/theologian must embed his theology within the story. Mark does 
this by having Jesus explain the meaning of his death in his own words 
(10:45)), thus keeping the story viable as story while providing the theologi- 
cal interpretation of the storyteller at the same time. In addition, putting the 
interpretation in the mouth of Jesus lends it even greater authority. All of the 
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Gospel writers leave traces that they too have utilized such a method, for each 
one has Jesus explain his death in terms specific to that Gospel. When Jesus 
is made to say what, in fact, represents the theology of the storyteller, it is 
clear that we are not dealing with historical Jesus data. 

There are still other pitfalls to be encountered when one attempts to inter- 
pret the Last Supper story as historical. Sometimes whenever scholars 
attempt to place the interpretive words of Jesus at the Last Supper within 
Jesus’ own lifetime, they have to resort to interpretations that suggest Jesus 
was immediately misunderstood or else virtually ignored.” In such a case, 
one wonders what the value is in such a reconstruction. Sometimes it is 
asserted that the practice of the meal derived from the command of Jesus. 
That is, of course, what Paul's text says (but not Mark's). The problem here is 
that the tradition that stretches from before Paul to Paul to each of the 
Gospels in turn consistently and freely reinterprets the Last Supper tradition. 
Consequently, it would appear that the so-called command of Jesus was iron- 
ically preserved by successive generations who altered it. In fact, however, 
only the Pauline tradition referred to a command motif. The other strands of 
the tradition make no reference all to a dominical command (except Luke, of 
course, in a textual tradition clearly derived from Paul and quite likely added 
later to Luke). Consequently, the “command of the Lord” motif was neither 
widespread nor functionally significant in the tradition. It would appear to 
have functioned more as an apologetic device for certifying the interpretation 
of a particular interpreter rather than as “proof” that the church derived its 
authority for the Lord’s Supper from the historical Jesus. Thus whatever 
might be proposed as the historical core of a meal or meals of Jesus with his 
disciples, it is not likely that it centered on an interpretation of Jesus’ death. 
The Last Supper traditions simply do not provide adequate data to recon- 
struct a historical last meal of Jesus with his disciples. Crossan has provided a 
succinct conclusion on this issue that I think goes about as far as one can go: 
“Obviously, in such a situation, Jesus and those closest to him would have 
had a last supper, that is, a meal that later and in retrospect was recognized as 
having been their last one together. . . . | do not presume any distinctive meal 
known beforehand, designated specifically, or ritually programmed as final 
and forever.” 

The final strand of data for historical investigation, and potentially the 
most fruitful, is the tradition that Jesus ate with tax collectors and sinners. 
There are two basic versions of this data: (1) a description of a meal of Jesus 
at the home of a tax collector and (2) a sayings tradition in which Jesus is 


228 FROM SYMPOSIUM TO EUCHARIST 


criticized for eating with tax collectors and sinners. The meal tradition is 
found in its earliest form in Mark and the sayings tradition is found in its ear- 
liest form in Q. 

Both texts can be understood as types of the chreia form. This form has 
been given extensive analysis and definition in recent research on the Gospel 
tradition. The chreia was a form of rhetoric that is described in ancient lit- 
erature and was taught in the schools. It is defined as “a saying or act that is 
well-aimed or apt, expressed concisely, attributed to a person, and regarded 
as useful for living.”?° Especially important in the definition for our study is 
that a chreia was normally utilized to characterize a famous person or hero.?° 
Chreiai were therefore used extensively in the philosophical tradition to char- 
acterize famous philosophers. 

At least two types can be singled out as widely used, namely, the Stoic 
chreia and the Cynic chreia. The Stoic chreia is characterized by its emphasis 
on moral teaching. The Cynic chreia “distinguishes itself by the odd, 
extreme, and often even burlesque action (or basic situation or final state- 
ment) of the central Sage-Hero that becomes the basis for a demonstration of 
Cynic ideals and values.”?” Recent studies have concluded that the chreiai in 
the Jesus tradition tend to be of the Cynic type.?* 

Mark's story of a meal of Jesus at the home of a tax collector fits the cate- 
gory of the Cynic chreia quite well. The text is as follows: 





And as he sat at dinner (Greek: “reclined” in Levi's house, many tax col- 
lectors and sinners were also sitting with [Greek: “reclining with"] Jesus 
and his disciples—for there were many who followed him. When the 
scribes of the Pharisees saw that he was eating with sinners and tax col- 
lectors, they said to his disciples, “Why does he eat with tax collectors 
and sinners?” When Jesus heard this, he said to them, “Those who are 
well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick; I have come to 
call not the righteous but sinners.” (Mark 2:15-17/Matt 9:10-13/Luke 
5:29-32) 


The basic, core chreia is reconstructed by Burton Mack as follows: “When 
asked why he ate with tax collectors and sinners, Jesus replied, “Those who 
are well have no need of a physician, but those who are ill”? The logic of 
the text takes on a Cynic cast because it represents a counter-argument to the 
implied conventional logic of the objection. Furthermore, the saying about a 
physician is a conventional one and is especially congenial to the Cynic tra- 
dition, in which a comparison of the philosopher with a physician was widely 
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used.?° The core chreia has then been elaborated with data that relates it to its 
context in Mark, especially by identifying the setting as the home of the tax 
collector whom Jesus has just called to follow him and by identifying Jesus’ 
detractors as “scribes of the Pharisees.” 

The text in its present form, therefore, represents a creation by Mark to 
coordinate with his own literary aims, in terms of both context and themes.?! 
In addition, the form that the description takes has an air of unreality about 
it. It is difficult to imagine how Pharisees can be present in the dining room 
so that they can observe and comment without themselves being partici- 
pants.” Such a feature cannot be made to fit conventional dining customs 
and settings, but obviously presents no problems to a narrator who is imag- 
ining a story world. 

Another problematic phrase for historical reconstruction is: “I have come 
to call not the righteous but sinners.” This saying represents an elaboration 
on the physician saying but also has an independent relation to the meal set- 
ting. The word call (kalein) is used here as a pun; the same term is the ordi- 
nary word meaning “invite” to a meal.?? According to this saying, therefore, 
Jesus is being pictured not as the guest but as the host, the one who invites to 
the meal. Though this presents difficulties if the text is taken to be histori- 
cal,’* it works quite well on the literary level, where irony can have its full 
sway. Here, while the character in the story, Levi the tax collector, thinks he 
is the host who has invited Jesus, the reader perceives Jesus as the one who 
invites and his invitation is to that which the meal merely symbolizes here. 
Furthermore, the theme of calling is inherent to the context of Mark, where 
the meal is connected with a “call” story.” Thus the meal is made to symbol- 
ize redemption and calling to discipleship, a symbolism that works quite well 
in the literary context but is difficult to reconstruct in a historical setting. 
The meal description presented here, therefore, represents a literary idealiza- 
tion rather than a recalling of an actual event. 

When taken out of its context in Mark and reduced to its basic form, as 
seen in Mack's reconstruction quoted above, the text as chreia does not pre- 
sent a description of a specific meal but rather presents a characterization of 
Jesus. The assumption behind the chreia is that Jesus characteristically dined 
with “tax collectors and sinners,” that this was somehow indicative of his 
overall character, and furthermore that it was inherently an unconventional 
thing to do.’ 

The underlying logic behind the assumption that Jesus was engaging in 
an unconventional act by dining with such individuals appears to relate to 
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traditional Jewish dietary laws and the assumption that Jesus would be trans- 
gressing those laws in some way by eating with such people.” But the logic 
of the text on the literary level is difficult to reconstruct on the historical 
level. 

During Jesus’ own lifetime, it is unlikely that he would be perceived to be 
making a statement like the one this text assumes merely by dining with 
questionable individuals. Rather, he would simply be making the statement 
that he is not a Pharisee. Furthermore, it may not be dietary laws per se that 
lie behind this characterization of “tax collectors and sinners.” It is difficult to 
account for such individuals as being clearly in the unclean category.” In any 
case, in the text before us, the reconstructed basic chreia, these terms are 
already functioning with a symbolic sense, for the text assumes that these 
terms are to be understood as representative of a type rather than being 
reducible to only one set of historical figures. 

This text also compares dining with Jesus with being healed by a physi- 
cian. This is at best a subtle symbol, since it assumes that this apparent “par- 
abolic action” of Jesus can be perceived as part of his teaching program. Such 
an interpretation is difficult to reconstruct on the level of social reality, 
although clearly it works well on a literary level. How could dining with Jesus 
alone represent an experience of "healing"? Since the chreia in its basic form 
represents an attempt to typify the teaching of Jesus utilizing a popular 
proverb about a physician, it has the form of a text created in a community 
that is idealizing its hero. 

"Thus the tradition represented in this text in both its elaborated form as 
found in Mark and in its basic chreia form can be seen to have its origin in 
the early church. There is one aspect of this tradition that deserves further 
investigation, however. Since both Mark and Q have independent versions of 
the motif that Jesus characteristically dined with “tax collectors and sinners,” 
it clearly took shape in the tradition at a very early stage. In order to trace it 
further, we will now look at the form it took in Q. 

The Q saying about Jesus’ eating habits occurs in the larger context of an 
elaborated chreia in which Jesus is being contrasted with John the Baptist. 
The larger block of texts of which this text is a part includes Q (Luke) 7:1- 
10; 18-23; 24-26; 16:16; and 31-35. These texts all picture John and Jesus 
together as opposed to “this generation."? Our text in its immediate context 
is as follows: 


To what then will I compare the people of this generation, and what are 
they like? They are like children sitting in the market place and calling 
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to one another, “We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we 
wailed, and you did not weep.” For John the Baptist has come eating no 
bread and drinking no wine, and you say, “He has a demon’; the Son of 
Man has come eating and drinking, and you say, “Look, a glutton and a 
drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!” Nevertheless, wisdom 
is vindicated by all her children. (Luke 7:31-35 = Matt 11:16-19) 


John Kloppenborg has defined three layers in the compositional history of 
Q. The earliest layer is made up of wisdom speeches, while the second layer 
represents the introduction of sayings that “adopted a critical and polemical 
stance with respect to Israel.” This text is located at the second or Q2 layer. 
It is part of a larger group of texts concerned with the theme of judgment and 
opposition to “this generation.” Also characteristic of the stage represented 
by this text is the fact that Jesus and John are included together rather than 
being presented as rivals. Thus they are pictured here as allies against “this 
generation,” as two types of “children” of wisdom.‘ 

In terms of textual history, it seems apparent that the parable in v. 32 is 
independent of the saying in wv. 33-34, which has been attached as an expla- 
nation for the parable. Thus vv. 33-34 represent an independent saying. 
Furthermore, the primary contrast here is between “fasting” and “feasting,” 
The corollary added to the description of Jesus, that he is a “friend of tax col- 
lectors and sinners,” since it has no parallel referent in the descriptive phrase 
referring to John, is secondary and must have been added at a later point.“ 
It could have existed as an independent tradition, however, since table fel- 
lowship is a traditional motif for expressing the idea of friendship.“ 

Both of these text traditions at the chreia level function to provide identity 
to the followers of Jesus at a time of conflict. I have already noted how the 
chreia functioned to provide a “characterization” of Jesus. Both chreiai 
assume that what they celebrate provides not a single instance only but a 
characteristic of Jesus. By definition, they present an interpretation about 
Jesus in the words of a disciple, not in the words of Jesus himself. The social 
context in which such forms would be generated would most likely be the 
period in which Jesus was being preached about and interpreted, that is, in 
the period after Jesus’ death. Furthermore, both of these chreiai function to 
provide justification for an issue of self-identity in the community by way of 
an anecdote about Jesus. Since both chreiai witness to a time of conflict in the 
life of the community, they are best dated to the time of the early Jesus 
movements after Jesus’ death, namely, the period in which social formation 
of Jesus movements began to take place. 
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To this point we have analyzed the specific texts that are the most likely to 
represent table fellowship practices of the historical Jesus. We have presented 
arguments in each case that the social context and social world represented 
by these texts is most likely that of the early Jesus movements. It is also appro- 
priate to look beyond the texts and ask if the motifs they utilize could be con- 
strued as historical. The best candidates for this are the two motifs, “dining 
with tax collectors and sinners” and “feasting versus fasting.” 


Dining with Tax Collectors and Sinners 

In its basic meaning, this tradition is concerned with the regular practice of 
dining with people who are beneath one’s own social status. In favor of this 
tradition as historical is its seeming consistency with other references in the 
historical Jesus database, for example, the concept that Jesus favored the less 
fortunate in the world (see, e.g., “Blessed are the poor,” Q [Luke] 6:20). 
However, it should be pointed out that “tax collectors” would hardly be con- 
sidered “less fortunate.” Indeed, what is most scandalous about tax collectors 
could be said to be their exploitation of the poor. It is usually argued, there- 
fore, that what is in common in the mix of “tax collectors,” “sinners,” and 
“poor” is their supposed social location on the fringes of Jewish society.” But 
Jesus is not said to have dined with the “poor.” The symbolism of this meal 
is not that of a charity dinner. So what exactly is it that the tax collectors and 
sinners are supposed to be getting out of this meal? 

First, let us look at the definition of the term tax collectors and sinners. 
Attempts to provide a historic definition to these characters that fits the story 
have proven to be problematic. In regard to “tax collectors,” discussion has 
revolved around identifying who they were and what their offense was so that 
table fellowship with them would be scandalous. Distinctions have been 
made between tax collectors and toll collectors and the suggestion made that 
in the time of the Gospels only the latter would be found in Palestine.*° As 
to their offense, it has been argued that they were hated because of their sta- 
tus as “quislings,” that is to say, because they had consorted with the enemy, 
or because theirs was considered to be an occupation characterized by dis- 
honesty. The scandal in dining with them could involve ritual purity, since 
they would be “Jews who had made themselves as Gentiles [by becoming 
quislings],” or, alternatively, could be a moral question, since they were by 
nature dishonest people.*” 

Sinners have been widely assumed to be the impure and thus roughly 
equivalent with the zmmei ha-‘arets with whom the Pharisees presumably 
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could not eat. Thus virtually every non-Pharisee could be included under this 
term.‘® More recently, however, E. P. Sanders has proposed that the term can- 
not refer to the ritually impure but only to “the wicked . . . those who sinned 
willfully and heinously and who did not repent.” Sanders concludes that 
Jesus’ act consisted not in welcoming the impure into the kingdom, but rather 
in welcoming the “wicked” into his community. By thus offering his kingdom 
to them without first requiring repentance, he was engaging in an act contrary 
to Jewish tradition and therefore scandalous.” This, then, is Sanders inter- 
pretation of the table fellowship texts: “His eating with tax collectors and sin- 
ners has, probably correctly, been seen as a proleptic indication that they 
would be included in the kingdom: the meal looks forward to the ‘messianic 
banquet,’ when many would come from east and west and dine with the patri- 
archs” (Matt. 8:11).°' On the literary level, I think Sanders is right. This is the 
way this text functions in the Gospel narratives. I do not think it works, how- 
ever, as a description of a plausible event in Jesus’ ministry. 

The category “tax collectors and sinners” is best understood as symbolic 
from the outset, from the very beginning of the formation of this chreia tra- 
dition, Furthermore, it must be seen as a characterization, as representative of 
a type, for the motif that Jesus associates/dines with such individuals is taken 
to represent a pattern for him, not a onetime individual activity. Thus the 
identity of the group so designated is not based so much on the actual as on 
the symbolic value of the terms. That is to say, at the earliest level of the tra- 
dition, tax collector and sinner go together and function as symbolic terms to 
define social position through the use of a set of apparently traditional terms 
of slander. 

Indeed, tax collector had become synonymous with a variety of categories of 
despised people.** The term sinner is best interpreted along the same lines, not 
as a reference to a specific group in first-century Palestine but as a term of slan- 
der used in a sectarian context to define those outside one’s own group.5? So 
also the Gospels read the phrase “tax collectors and sinners” as symbolic, 
though primarily as a term of slander used against the Christian communities. 
Matthew, for example, expands it to the form “tax collectors and prostitutes” 
(21:31) and “Gentile and tax collector" (18:17). Luke's elaboration on the 
phrase, as will be seen further below, connects it with a wide variety of sym- 
bolic categories, including especially the category of “the poor.” Conse- 
quently, neither actual tax collectors nor a specific social category of sinners is 
being singled out with the phrase. Rather, it is a term of slander used to define 
the boundaries between one’s own group and those outside. 


234 FROM SYMPOSIUM TO EUCHARIST 


The story of Jesus dining with this group also assumes that those desig- 
nated by the term tax collectors and sinners must be desirous of the table fel- 
lowship from which they are excluded. But why would tax collectors feel 
excluded if certain sectarian Jews, such as haverim or Pharisees, refused to dine 
with them??? After all, neither of these groups could be expected to dine with 
anyone outside of their community anyway. Once again the question arises, 
what is it that the “tax collectors and sinners” are supposed to get out of this? 

One indication of the literary, or oral narrative, character of the motif is its 
basic nature as an example of irony. That Jesus dines with “tax collectors and 
sinners” functions as a criticism of Jesus and is understood to be a true state- 
ment. But to the “reader” or “listener” it would have a different meaning 
than the one the critics in the story are applying to it. In truth, the motif 
assumes, Jesus does characteristically dine with what appear to be unsavory 
individuals, but these are in fact the types of individuals of which the king- 
dom is made up. Seen from this perspective, this motif would not be scan- 
dalous at the earliest level of its occurrence in this form. It would always have 
represented a characterization of the companions of Jesus with which the 
church would identify. It would serve as a theological rationalization in story 
form to justify the situation in which the early Jesus movement found itself, 
one in which it was living on the fringes of its society. 

A further assumption of the story is that table fellowship with Jesus effec- 
tively breaks down barriers that are present in the social world. Thus the story 
requires that Jesus be assumed by all parties involved, even his critics, to be 
something more than just a normal teacher, that he somehow symbolized in 
his person the presence of the “kingdom.” A common explanation, and one 
that is consistent with the Gospel narrative tradition, is that Jesus somehow 
made table fellowship with him take on the aura of a messianic banquet. As 
I have already noted, this idea works at a literary level but is difficult to envi- 
sion at the historical level. 

There are numerous problems with the idea that Jesus in his lifetime could 
preside at a messianic banquet. Among other things, it requires that Jesus 
somehow be in charge of the meal so that its form and structure be attribut- 
able to him. While it is quite possible that Jesus did host meals,’ the Gospel 
texts make no such distinction. Rather, in the Gospels, the meals of Jesus 
function primarily as literary events. Thus no matter who might ostensibly 
host a meal in the Gospel narratives, if Jesus is present it takes on overtones 
of a messianic banquet. The messianic banquet motif, therefore, does not 
emerge in the Gospels as historical data but as part of the interpretive matrix 
provided by the storyteller or Gospel narrator. 
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One might also ask how a messianic banquet can be envisioned to take 
place in real life. That is to say, such a meal requires the presence of a mes- 
siah, a “real” messiah who has full access to heavenly blessings, not a mes- 
sianic pretender or someone in process of becoming a messiah. I do not find 
it plausible that the historical Jesus could have added that dimension to a 
meal simply by being present. Indeed, I find it highly unlikely that any his- 
torical figure could celebrate such a meal centered on himself. The messianic 
banquet is in its essence a mythological meal, a meal that takes place on a 
divine level with the participation of divine characters.” It functions well as 
a literary idealization of the apocalyptic consummation. There may even 
have been real communal meals that ritualized the presence of mythological 
forces or beings (the so-called proleptic messianic banquet). But such a 
meal takes its form from its ritual character within the context of an eschato- 
logical community. These factors were not present at the meals of Jesus. Nor 
could there be a messianic banquet with Jesus until he had become a mytho- 
logical character. This began to take place very early as part of the earliest 
christological speculation. It is already present in the Q text when it is stated, 
“The Son of Man has come eating and drinking . . .” (Luke 7:34 = Matt 
11:19). But it was not present in Jesus’ lifetime. 

In my opinion, it is only in a narrative context that all of the conditions 
could be present to make this motif work. The motif in which Jesus dined 
with tax collectors and sinners and thus blessed them in some way would 
therefore originate in the form of a chreia functioning to characterize the self- 
consciousness of the early Christian community. It cannot work if placed in 
a real, historical context. It only works if presented in a literary context in 
which the presuppositions of the situation and characters can be carefully 
controlled. A prior motif, which in fact may be historical, would be that Jesus 
directed his preaching toward a critique of the norms of social stratification 
in his society. Early Christian preachers would then have taken up that tradi- 
tion and created a chreia that utilized the stock motifs of the hero at table and 
the generic slanderous term tax collectors and sinners. In this way, Jesus was 
characterized as the sort of person who would do such a thing, and the chreia 
itself served as a theological justification for the self-identity of the commu- 
nity in which it originated. 


Feasting versus Fasting 
In favor of the historicity of this motif are the various classic arguments that 
have been proposed in past studies that this is a case of dissimilarity. Perrin's 
conclusion is typical: “The designation of Jesus as ‘a glutton and a drunkard’ 
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belongs to the polemics of the controversy surrounding Jesus’ earthly min- 
istry during his lifetime, rather than to the circumstances of the controversies 
between the early Church and Judaism.”** 

What is not always emphasized, however, is the total meaning of the 
motif. That is, the primary motif includes the contrast of feasting with fast- 
ing as well as the contrast of Jesus with John the Baptist. Note, for example, 
that feasting in itself is not a revolutionary act; as indicated here, it only 
becomes a symbolic act when proposed in contrast to fasting. Furthermore, 
note that both fasting and feasting are constituent parts of Jewish piety. Thus 
to choose such actions does not necessarily set one apart from the group as a 
whole. 

If this is to be taken as a historical reference to the ministry of Jesus, then 
it must not be separated from the connection with the John the Baptist tra- 
dition. There may, in fact, be a historical core here, designating Jesus as one 
who was known to have considered but rejected the monastic lifestyle of 
John. In the earliest form of the text, however, it presupposes a literary con- 
text. For here the lifestyles of Jesus and John are taken as wholes and placed 
side by side as two parts of a single message. Thus the text presents a charac- 
terization of Jesus and John in the form of a retrospect, one that can confi- 
dently sum up what Jesus and John were all about and how in the end neither 
one was successful in his mission to Israel.’ The context for the formation of 
this motif, therefore, would most likely be the early church. While it may 
represent a reminiscence of an authentic characteristic of the historical Jesus, 
it only takes on the symbolism of a characterization of his ministry in the 
form that originates in the early church. 


The Motif of the Hero at Table 

According to the analysis presented to this point, the earliest meal texts in the 
Jesus tradition are chreiai that present idealizations of Jesus by means of tra- 
ditional meal motifs. When we look at these materials more closely, we can 
detect a pattern. By and large, the type of characterization of the hero repre- 
sented in these texts is roughly parallel to what we find in Cynic traditions. 
What many of these early texts have in common is a characterization of Jesus 
as one who parodied the institutions of society as a means of proclaiming his 
message, a message that therefore had a Cynic style to it. Furthermore, the 
motifs present here are also common in Cynic tradition, such as the motif of 
the “hedonistic” Cynic or the use of the meal motif as a means of character- 
izing the Cynic hero. 
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Thus the proposal that the early Jesus tradition is related to Cynic themes 
and motifs provides the best explanation for the context in which the table 
fellowship texts developed. This need not suggest that Jesus was himself a 
Cynic or identified with Cynic traditions. But it does suggest that certain 
early Christian communities utilized Cynic traditions to characterize and 
idealize Jesus as a hero. 

This also means that there need be no other explanation for the develop- 
ment of these traditions than this. While authentic data may be utilized in 
the development of these chreiai, it is not necessary to propose any authen- 
ticity to the meal traditions to explain this data. Indeed, when it is noted that 
the meal data is utilized as a motif to characterize a particular aspect of Jesus’ 
ministry, what emerges as prior and more important, perhaps, is not the 
motif itself but the characteristic that is illustrated thereby. 


The Motif of “Open Commensality” 

John Dominic Crossan has introduced a new motif into the discussion of 
table fellowship and the historical Jesus. He centers his argument on the text 
in which the disciples are sent out in a form that puts them in direct contrast 
with the Cynics. Whereas the Cynics carry a staff, bag, and food, the disci- 
ples are to carry none of these. But the most important point is that they 
are to carry no food. “Take nothing for your journey, no staff, nor bag, nor 
bread, nor money; and do not have two tunics” (Mark 6:8-9 = Luke 9:3; see 
also Matt 10:10). When they arrived at a house, they were to “eat what is set 
before you; cure the sick who are there” (Luke 10:8-9 = Gos. Thom. 14:2) “for 
laborers deserve their food” (Matt 10:10). Thus, in contrast to the Cynic 
insistence on self-sufficiency, the disciples of Jesus would be insisting on 
social dependency, Crossan combines this with the idea that Jesus was a 
peasant who was proposing a revolutionary social program. His program was 
characterized by social egalitarianism. The symbolic means for achieving this 
goal was by offering “open commensality” through his mission command. 
That is, when the disciples entered into a village and were to eat whatever was 
set before them, they were participating in a revolutionary act that was meant 
to change society, for they were symbolically participating in a table that had 
no boundaries.5* 

Crossan's reference to the theme of social egalitarianism in the original 
preaching of Jesus, such as in the parable of the great feast, is a strong point. 
But when he ties it to an actual symbolic meal, particularly a meal in which 
the ones receiving the benefits are the ones acting as hosts, his thesis begins 


FROM SYMPOSIUM TO EUCHARIST 





to lose its contact with historical probability. Also, in order that open com- 
mensality, which he defines as social egalitarianism at the table, could be 
experienced, there must be significant social stratification involved. Yet 
Crossan envisions Jesus and his hearers as all being part of the peasant class. 
Though he and his disciples would come as “magicians” who “share a mira- 
cle,” they remain part of the same peasant class.“ The strongest evidence for 
the open commensality theme in the Jesus tradition is the theme that Jesus 
ate with tax collectors and sinners. Yet this theme also works best if Jesus is 
not of the same social class with tax collectors and sinners. If all parties 
involved, including Jesus, are peasants, then the motif fails, for there is no 
experience of social stratification at the table.” 

Consequently, while I think Crossan has made a strong argument for a 
theme of social egalitarianism in the preaching of Jesus, I think it is weakened 
by his identification of Jesus as a peasant. Furthermore, his view that Jesus 
had a “social program” to offer social egalitarianism to all by means of shar- 
ing open commensality at the table, a program initiated by Jesus and his dis- 
ciples’ arriving on the scene as itinerants without food, makes for a wonderful 
story on the literary level but becomes difficult to picture in actual practice. 

In conclusion, we have found that none of the texts in which Jesus teaches 
by means of his table customs can be clearly affirmed as historical. Neither 
can it be affirmed that the cumulative effect of all these references implies a 
historical core, because one can explain the development of all these tradi- 
tions merely by reference to existing oral and literary motifs. It is not neces- 
sary to posit that Jesus made use of meals in his overall teaching program in 
order to explain these texts. 

On the other hand, it must be admitted that all of the characteristics of 
meals utilized in these texts are historically and socially valid. It is the case 
that meals defined community boundaries and, particularly in certain Jewish 
and Christian literary traditions, carried implications of the messianic king- 
dom. These factors are part of the function of meals among various social 
groups in the ancient world and were adopted into the myth and ritual of the 
early Christian communities. Thus these texts certainly represent social real- 
ity. The question is where that social reality is to be located. 

My argument is that what is being identified as the historical Jesus at table 
is more likely the idealized characterization of Jesus at table produced in the 
early Christian community. The social realities of such meals are still being 
correctly assessed, but the one who presents parabolic messages by means of 
meal practices is more likely to be the idealized Jesus than the historical Jesus. 
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And the social realities defined by these meals, in which table fellowship is 
equated with a new community self-consciousness, are more likely those of 
an already developing early Christian community than those of the motley 
crowds who came to hear Jesus teach. 

On the other hand, there could be some consistency between these tradi- 
tions and the historical figure of Jesus. It is quite likely, for example, that 
Jesus was known to have chosen a lifestyle different from the monastic style 
of John and that this lifestyle was understood to be consistent with the tenor 
of his teachings as a whole. Consequently, since the ministry of Jesus was seen 
early on to function in tandem with that of John, for Jesus to accept feasting 
as opposed to fasting might have been a change worthy of note. 

In the context of Jesus’ ministry as we might reasonably imagine it, such 
actions would not likely be able to convey the offering of “his kingdom” to 
those with whom he dined, for then he would have to be one who actually 
hosted all of the banquets he attended. That would make him much more 
stationary a figure, namely, a homeowner, than we normally picture him to 
be. Rather, the meaning conveyed by Jesus’ partaking of banquets would be 
that of one who, in contrast to John, existed in the urban world and affirmed 
that world. Indeed, it is not too big a jump to see Jesus’ preference for the 
urban world developing into the idea that he preferred the company of inap- 
propriate people. Out of this context at some point the label “glutton and 
drunkard, friend [table companion] of tax collectors and sinners” could eas- 
ily have developed. But it is a characterization that develops later, in the con- 
text of storytelling about Jesus. 

It is in the Gospel narratives that the chreia traditions that characterize 
Jesus as a hero at table receive complex theological elaborations. Indeed, each 
Gospel writer takes this tradition and reworks it to fit his own theological 
agenda. In doing so, they provide evidence of the lively nature of the literary 
motif of the banquet. That is to say, each of them recognizes and is attracted 
to the powerful message to be found in this image, and each has the tools to 
expand on it out of the symbols already operative in their literary heritage. In 
the analyses that follow, I will give special attention to Mark and Luke as 
examples of the wide and complex use of the literary motif of the banquet. 
These two studies should be sufficient to establish the common patterns in 
the use of this motif. I will conclude this section with brief comments on 
Matthew and John that will be suggestive of the patterns to be found in those 
Gospels. 
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THE BANQUET OF THE KING: MEAL AND IRONY IN MARK 


In Marks story of Jesus, Jesus dies as a king, but in an ironic mode.” The same 
is true of the meal scenes in Mark. When Jesus dines, since he is a king, he 
dines as a king. But only in an ironic mode. This is one of many instances in 
Mark where irony is essential to Marks plot.” Theologically, irony in Mark 
connects with the apocalyptic emphasis.”* Thus the other side of the ironic 
event, its “real” meaning as opposed to its apparent meaning, tends to be in 
the realm of apocalyptic. In relation to banquet imagery, this means that Mark 
works with an implicit model of the apocalyptic or messianic banquet. 

The importance of the meal scenes in Mark has only recently begun to be 
noticed. Usually they have been related to other programs of analysis but 
have not been given extensive attention on their own.” Lee Klosinski’s 1988 
study, “The Meals in Mark,” however, has now provided a preliminary pre- 
sentation of the parameters of the data and has brought to our attention ways 
in which meals relate to significant themes in Mark.”4 

The primary meal scenes are well known. They include the meal with tax 
collectors and sinners at Levi’s house (2:15-17), the two miraculous feeding 
stories (6:30-44; 8:1-9), the anointing at Bethany (14:3-9), and the Last Sup- 
per (14:12-25). There is also one actual banquet of a king in Marks story, 
namely, the infamous banquet of Herod at which John is beheaded (6:21- 
29). In addition, there are numerous controversy stories in which Jesus dis- 
agrees with the scribes and Pharisees over eating customs, namely, in regard 
to dietary laws (2:23-28; 7:1-23) and fasting (2:18-22). 

Each of the banquet scenes in Mark makes specific reference to the fact 
that the diners recline: at Levi's house (2:15), at Simon's house (14:3), in the 
“upstairs room” (14:15, 18), and, of course, at Herod’s banquet (6:22, 26). In 
addition, when Jesus hosts the miraculous meals outdoors, they become 
reclining banquets as well (6:39, 40; 8:6).’> Thus Mark consistently envi- 
sions these meal scenes as formal, luxurious banquets. 

How much he knows about such banquets is another question, for he does 
not seem nearly as well read in symposium literature as is Luke, for exam- 
ple.7° Yet he has a significant repertoire of meal traditions and motifs with 
which to work. Thus the Last Supper of Jesus has the traditional order of 
courses, deipnon followed by symposium, including the tradition of offering 
a prayer before each course (14:22-23).77 When Jesus dines with Simon the 
leper, the motif of the servant anointing the guest of honor becomes the cen- 
terpiece of the story (14:3-9). And in Mark’s picture of the banquet of 
Herod, he utilizes the motif of the rash, drunken king (6:21-28). These are 
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but a few examples of Mark's rich sense for the basics of meal symbolism. 
Further examples will be given in the discussion below. And, although 
explicit references are rare, his understanding and appreciation of the mes- 
sianic banquet motif will also prove to be quite significant. 


Social Boundaries 

When Jesus attends a meal in Mark, he is always the host, except in one 
instance when he is guest of honor at the home of Simon the leper in 
Bethany (14:3-9). The meals that Jesus hosts are consistently viewed in con- 
trast to meals of his opponents. Thus, unlike the meals of the scribes and 
Pharisees, Jesus dines with tax collectors and sinners (2:15-17) and with a 
leper (14:3). Though the allusion is only a metaphorical one, he also does not 
rule out the presence of Gentiles at his table (7:28). Contrary to the customs 
of the scribes and Pharisees, he and his disciples pluck grain on the Sabbath 
(2:23-28), eat with unclean hands (7:1-8), disregard the dietary laws (7:14- 
23), and feast instead of fast (2:18-22). 

The imagery is of two worlds, one where the banquets of Jesus are held, 
and the other where the banquets of his opponents are held. In the world of 
Jesus, unclean people and outcasts are welcome at the table, and dietary laws 
are abolished. The contrast is vivid and deliberate. For example, it is the 
Pharisees who appear like a Greek chorus and complain to his disciples about 
Jesus’ eating with tax collectors and sinners (2:16).7® This pericope is inter- 
woven with the following pericopes in which the emphasis throughout is on 
Jesus’ conflict with the Pharisees (2:1-3:6)."? Included are other references to 
the different worlds of their meals: unlike the Pharisees, Jesus’ disciples do 
not fast (2:18-22); contrary to the practice of the Pharisees, Jesus’ disciples 
can gather food on the Sabbath (2:23-28) just as Jesus can heal on the Sab- 
bath (3:1-6). 

Jesus can break the Sabbath law because he is “lord of the Sabbath” (2:28). 
That is to say, in his world Jesus is king, though in an ironic sense. In the 
other world, Herod is king. “Give to the emperor the things that are the 
emperor's, and to God the things that are God's," Jesus says (12:17), thus 
indicating the division between the two realms. So it is that the banquet of 
Herod, at which he reclines together with his royal guests (synanakeisthai, 
6:22) in the splendor of his palace (6:21-29), is intentionally placed in juxta- 
position to the banquet of Jesus, at which he commands his guests to recline 
(anaklinai, anapiptai, 6:39, 40) in “a deserted place” (6:34-44).°° These two 
images contrast further in that it is at Herod’s banquet that John dies. So also 
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when Jesus enters the world of Herod, though not specifically in a banquet 
setting, he too will die. 

The world of Jesus is simply on a different plane; it partakes of the reali- 
ties of the apocalyptic age. It is as the apocalyptic one, “the Son of Man,” that 
Jesus is “lord of the Sabbath,” the one who caa break Sabbath laws and 
dietary laws. His disciples do not fast because they partake of the new age; 
they have “the bridegroom with them” (2:19). Jesus in effect offers the mes- 
sianic banquet to those he invites to his table.®' People come to his table from 
the ends of the earth: “Then he will send out the angels, and gather his elect 
from the four winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends of heaven” 
(13:27). This echoes the messianic banquet text in Isa 25:6-8: 


On this mountain the Lord of hosts will make for all peoples a feast of 
rich food, a feast of well-aged wines, of rich food filled with marrow, of 
well-aged wines strained clear. And he will destroy on this mountain the 
shroud that is cast over all peoples, the sheet that is spread over all 
nations; he will swallow up death for ever. Then the Lord God will wipe 
away the tears from all faces, and the disgrace of his people he will take 
away from all the earth; for the Lord has spoken. 


So also at Jesus’ table the banquet invitation doubles as a call to salvation. 
Thus Jesus justifies dining with tax collectors and sinners with the explana- 
tion: “I have come to call [invite; Klein] not the righteous but sinners” 
(2:17). 

This dualistic perspective of Mark’s story also defines the world of the dis- 
ciples. It is they who were being called (or “invited”) to Jesus’ banquet. That 
call is a difficult one, so Jesus often has to prod them: “beware of the yeast of 
the Pharisees and the yeast of Herod” (8:15). The two banquet choices, 
either Jesus’ or that of the Pharisees and Herod, represent the boundary divi- 
sions between the world of Jesus and the world of Herod. As this conflict is 
being played out in the story world of Mark, it echoes the conflicts within 
which Mark's community is living. 


Social Bonding 

Discipleship has often been recognized as a major theme in Mark. The 
importance of the banquet imagery in developing this theme has not always 
been given sufficient emphasis, however. First it should be noted that one of 
the primary ways in which boundary divisions and community identity were 
indicated was through the banquet. Certainly a primary way in which disci- 
ples are identified is as those who “follow” Jesus (1:16-20; 2:14; 10:52).*? But 
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when Mark wants to develop the image of a community gathered around 
Jesus, he utilizes most frequently the banquet motif. In doing so, he is draw- 
ing on the potent symbolism of the banquet as a sign of social bonding. 

Thus when Jesus extends a general “call” to discipleship, it is by means of 
sharing food at the table (2:15-17). When by a single image Mark wants to 
designate that the crowd that follows Jesus has become a community, he does 
so with the banquet stories that we know as the miraculous feeding stories 
(6:30-44; 8:1-9). When the disciples gather as a community for the last two 
times before Jesus dies, it is at banquets (14:3-9; 14:12-25). By the time the 
disciples have accompanied Jesus to the garden, their numbers have already 
begun to dwindle. 

A central image for social bonding used by Mark is one that is widespread 
in the culture. It is the image of sharing food together, most specifically shar- 
ing bread together. Whom you share bread with defines what group you are 
part of; thus the disciples are to avoid the “yeast of the Pharisees and of 
Herod” (8:15). Sharing discipleship with Jesus is defined not only as “taking 
up the cross” as Jesus did (8:34) but also as “drinking the cup” that Jesus 
drank (10:38-39). At the Last Supper, it is especially significant that the one 
who betrayed was the one who shared bread with Jesus (14:20). He is not 
alone, however, for all of the disciples share bread with Jesus (14:22), and 
they all eventually fall away. The stark contrast between sharing bread with 
Jesus and denying Jesus presents a strong message about discipleship in the 
face of persecution, one of the primary themes of Mark. 


Social Obligation 

Community formation represented by social bonding at the meal carries 
with it a sense of social obligation of the members to one another. This 
imagery is utilized by Mark in some of his most important sections on com- 
munity ethics. 

The overriding idea is that at the banquets of Jesus, where a new commu- 
nity is formed, new ideals consistent with the new age are present. The idea 
of a new age is symbolized by the connection of the banquet of Jesus with the 
abolition of dietary laws and the invitation of “the nations” and the unclean 
to the messianic banquet. So also the values of this new community are dif- 
ferent from those of the earthly king: 


So Jesus called them and said to them, “You know that among the 
Gentiles those whom they recognize as their rulers lord it over 
them, and their great ones are tyrants over them. But it is not so 
among you; but whoever wishes to become great among you must 
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be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must 
be slave of all.” (10:42-44) 


Two different Greek terms are utilized here to refer to servanthood, diakonos 
(“servant”) and doulos (“slave”). The term diakonos is a technical term for 
table service, so it has often been proposed that that is the meaning here. 
That this is Marks preferred meaning for the term is especially indicated in 
the story of the healing of Peter’s mother-in-law: 


As soon as they left the synagogue, they entered the house of Simon and 
Andrew, with James and John. Now Simons mother-in-law was in bed 
with a fever, and they told him about her at once. He came and took her 
by the hand and lifted her up. Then the fever left her, and she began to 
serve them. (1:29-31) 


Here the term for serve (diakonein) is the verbal form of the term for servant 
(diakonos). It is clearly table service that is meant here, since hospitality is 
offered in the context of a household. 

This text has a broader context of meaning in Mark than simply an inci- 
dental reference to what some might consider "women's work." Rather, 
Simon's mother-in-law is presented as a model disciple, for her response to 
the healing parallels the response of others elsewhere in Mark. Where they 
are said to “follow,” she is said to “serve.” The significance is the same, but in 
this case there is a further parallel to the teachings about servanthood in the 
community in 10:42-44. What she exhibits, in fact, is an acting out of what 
Jesus teaches to the disciples, who incidentally do not get the point, in 10:42- 
44. Her story offers an instance of a case where a woman responds to Jesus 
with true discipleship while the inner circle of disciples still struggles to 
understand. 

The same idea is present in the anointing story at 14:3-9. Here also, in 
contrast to the male disciples, a woman disciple exhibits true discipleship, 
primarily through her insight into the identity of Jesus. It is notable that here 
true discipleship is indicated by the action of actual “table service,” for in 
anointing Jesus she does what a servant would normally do for the guests at 
the banquet. This story, however, is so overladen with the symbolism of Jesus 
forthcoming death that its force as an example of servanthood to other mem- 
bers of the community has been muted. There are two occasions, by the way, 
when the disciples do take the role of table servants, namely, in the two sto- 
ries of the feeding of the multitudes (6:41, 8:6). 
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Table service, then, is presented as the dominant model for service to the 
community. One form this takes in Mark is in reference to hospitality. To the 
ancients “hospitality,” which was represented as providing a meal to guests or 
strangers, was seen as a primary form of honoring one’s neighbors. To provide 
hospitality was, in the social code of the banquet, to offer to them a place in 
one's social world, whether it be in one's family or one’s community or one's 
polis. In Marks story the offering of hospitality refers to the offering of com- 
munity membership to the other. Within that framework are included other 
aspects of “serving” the needs of the other through sharing community with 
them. 

Hospitality is the ethic practiced by Jesus on those occasions when the 
crowds follow him into the desert, where there is no food. Rather than send- 
ing them away to find food on their own, he provides it for them, thus prov- 
ing himself to be a hospitable host as well as their benefactor. Hospitality is 
also the mode whereby the community is established, When Jesus invites tax 
collectors and sinners to his table, he is thereby extending hospitality to them 
(2:15-17). 

Also connected with this theme is the story of the sending out of the disci- 
ples. Jesus instructs that they are to take no food nor other means of support 
(6:8-9). They therefore demand hospitality of the people in the cities they 
encounter, as a sign of their commitment to the kingdom: “Wherever you 
enter a house, stay there until you leave the place. If any place will not wel- 
come you and they refuse to hear you, as you leave, shake off the dust that is 
on your feet as a testimony against them” (6:10-11). The terminology here 
clearly refers to the idea of hospitality. In the context of Mark, the situation 
whereby hospitality would be refused is not hard to envision. The disciples are 
unclean; consequently, those who practice the dietary laws would not offer 
them hospitality. This text therefore maintains a consistent reference to the 
plot of Mark: those opposed to the community of Jesus are those of “the yeast 
of the Pharisees and of Herod” (8:15). This point is made with stark empha- 
sis at 9:40-41: “Whoever is not against us is for us. For truly I tell you, who- 
ever gives you a cup of water to drink because you bear the name of Christ will 
by no means lose the reward.” This text should be read not as a general refer- 
ence to hospitality but as a reference to a specific issue, namely, the issue of 
table fellowship as a marker of the boundary between the community of Jesus 
and the community of “the yeast of the Pharisees and of Herod.”® 

The text at 10:42-44 is troublesome, however, because it seems to intro- 
duce the imagery of table service in a context in which other metaphors had 
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been at work. Here the request of the disciples envisions the image of the 
throne room of the court rather than that of the banquet table (“Grant us to 
sit, one at your right hand and one at your left, in your glory,” 10:37). The 
same can be said for the dominant image in the phrase “their rulers lord it 
over them, and their great ones are tyrants over them” (10:42), although in 
this case the imagery could work equally well at the banquet table. 

What turns the tide is the occurrence of the phrase “table servant” at 10:43 
(“Whoever wishes to be great among you must be your servant”). While this 
term does not necessarily have to refer to the table, it commonly does, and, 
as has been pointed out, it is so used elsewhere in Mark. What makes this 
point even stronger, however, is the cumulative effect of the argument I have 
been presenting to this point. When one considers the integral role in Mark's 
overall plot that is played by the symbolism of the banquet, then what would 
appear to be an isolated reference to table service is isolated no longer. It 
rather emerges as consistent with one of the dominant images for the com- 
munity of Jesus’ followers. 

But what then does one do with the reference to court rather than banquet 
room at 10:37 (“Grant us to sit, one at your right hand and one at your left, 
in your glory”)? While it is possible that the phrase “in your glory” is a refer- 
ence to the messianic banquet,™ I do not think that is its primary meaning. 
The emphasis here on “sitting” (kathizein) rather than “reclining” seems to 
me to represent an image of throne rather than banquet couch. This is con- 
sistent with the overall point, since the emphasis is on an image of rule and 
authority. 

Jesus responds by presenting two counter-images referring to servanthood 
(10:43-44). One could be seen to be operative within the metaphorical world 
of the throne; rather than seeking to be “king,” one is to seek to be “slave” 
(doulos). The other figure presented by Jesus, that of “table servant” 
(diakonos), then injects a parallel image to that of the throne—namely, that 
of the banquet table of the king. Here one is likewise to seek not to be the 
guest of honor at the table but to be table servant.” This is in contrast to the 
other order of meals, that of the “yeast of the Pharisees and of Herod” (8:15), 
for in their world “the scribes . . . like . . . to have the best seats in the syna- 
gogues and places of honor at banquets” (12:38-39). Thus we have come full 
circle, and court and banquet table have been collapsed. It is at this point that 
one could say that a secondary meaning of “in your glory” (10:37) could then 
be as a reference to the messianic banquet. Indeed, we will find that court 
and banquet table are brought together in other aspects of Mark's plot as 
well. 
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Jesus’ saying at 10:45 takes still another turn, however: “For the Son of 
Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for 
many.” Here he applies the table servant imagery to himself. He is to be a ser- 
vant at the table, he says. Yet in none of the meals presented in Mark does 
Jesus take the role of servant. Nor does it seem appropriate, since he is the 
king at his banquets. In addition, in acting out the role of servant, he will 
give his life as a “ransom for many.” This is not a normal action of a table ser- 
vant. Yet the saying is presented with such sparseness and conciseness that it 
must have aroused the proper imagery in the minds of Mark's readers. What 
kind of table servant gives his life as a ransom? What traditional story motif 
is being referred to? In order to unpack this image, we must look more closely 
at the intricacies of the banquet imagery in the plot of Mark. 


Banquet and Plot in Mark 

Mark has been characterized as an “apocalyptic drama” and as a “myth of 
innocence.”®® What is being recognized in these characterizations is that the 
story Mark presents has a level of meaning that goes beyond a tracing of his- 
tory, whether that history is presumed to be the history of Jesus or the history 
of the Markan community. Rather, Mark is presenting a story that sets forth 
a mythological framework for the self-understanding of his community. 

The genre for this story is defined by Burton Mack, following George 
Nickelsburg, as that of “the wisdom story of the persecution and vindication 
of the righteous one.” It is a model derived from Hellenistic Jewish martyr- 
ology literature. 

A significant indicator of this imagery is the definition of the death of 
Jesus given at 10:45: “For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, 
and to give his life a ransom [/ytron] for many.” Several themes in Mark con- 
verge at this point. Here we are specifically concerned with the apocalyptic 
figure, the “Son of Man.” Jesus has presided at several tables to this point in 
Mark's story and has always functioned as host. Indeed, these banquets have 
had strong overtones of the messianic banquet. Now, however, a banquet is 
envisioned in which Jesus will be servant rather than host. Furthermore, at 
this banquet he will die as well. The imagery seems to be a “banquet” on a 
different plane from those he has attended to this point. At a command 
appearance in the world of Herod and the Pharisees, Jesus will, indeed, no 
longer be host nor even welcome guest. In effect, he will become as a slave. 
And there he will die as a “ransom.” 

A close parallel to this text in Jewish martyrological literature is found in 
4 Macc 17:20-22: 
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These, then, who have been consecrated for the sake of God, are hon- 
ored, not only with this honor, but also by the fact that because of them 
our enemies did not rule over our nation, the tyrant was punished, and 
the homeland purified—they having become, as it were, a ransom for 
the sin of our nation. And through the blood of those devout ones and 
their death as an atoning sacrifice, divine Providence preserved Israel 
that previously had been mistreated. 


Here the term translated “ransom” in the nrsv is a different Greek term from 
that in the text of Mark. But the context and meaning are similar. 

The term translated “ransom” in 4 Maccabees is antipsychon, a term that 
literally means “given for life.” Its only other occurrence in the ıxx is also in 
4 Maccabees, at 6:29, in a text that also has significant parallels to the con- 
cept of martyrdom presented in Mark. Here the dying Eleazar interprets the 
meaning of his death with his last words, expressed in a prayer to God: “You 
know, O God, that though I might have saved myself, I am dying in burning 
torments for the sake of the law. Be merciful to your people, and let our pun- 
ishment suffice for them. Make my blood their purification, and take my life 
in exchange [antipsychon] for theirs" (6:27-29). 

The context of the martyr story in 4 Maccabees has other similarities to 
Mark. Significant among these is the trial scene before the king. In 4 Mac- 
cabees, like the trial scene in Mark, the setting is envisioned as somewhere 
within the throne room of the king. In 4 Maccabees, the trial proceeds by the 
interrogators continuing to ask the prisoners to eat defiled food. Conse- 
quently, though it is a trial, there are also overtones here of a banquet setting. 

Other Jewish martyr stories that center on the keeping of the dietary laws 
also have allusions to the banquet table of the king (see further chapter 6). 
The irony is that in Mark Jesus takes this role as one who opposes rather than 
defends the dietary laws. In Marks perspective, it is because he is the “Son of 
Man,” an authoritative apocalyptic figure, that this all makes sense. As the 
one who inaugurates the apocalyptic age, he begins a new age in human his- 
tory. This new age is one in which the nations will come to Zion. Conse- 
quently, those laws that kept the nations away until now, namely, the dietary 
laws, are to be overruled. 

The dangers involved in table fellowship in the world of the Pharisees and 
Herod are passed on to the disciples. Thus they, too, will suffer. They will 
“take up the cross and follow” (8:34). Jesus predicts their fate in words that 
defined realities in Marks own community: “They will hand you over to 
councils; and you will be beaten in synagogues; and you will stand before 
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governors and kings because of me, as a testimony to them” (13:9). The pri- 
mary imagery here is the alien worlds of the synagogue and the throne room 
of the king. But table fellowship imagery functions in this rhetoric as well. 

A climactic text for the theme of discipleship in Mark is the Last Supper 
text. Here is a turning point, the last time all of the twelve are together with 
Jesus. It is a moment in which the themes of community (social boundaries) 
and intimacy with Jesus (social bonding) are at their most intense level. Yet 
from this point all of the disciples one by one will fall away, beginning with 
Judas and ending with Peter. 

According to Mark's plot, the meal is a Passover meal (14:1-2; 14:12-16). 
Yet Passover motifs and themes are not present in the actual description of 
the meal. Rather, that description centers on the special ceremony connected 
with the eating of bread and drinking of wine. This ceremony, like every 
other narrative segment of Mark, has its primary meaning in the story world 
of Mark as a whole. What the disciples and Jesus do here is to be understood 
as connecting with the plot as a whole. 

First let us look at the theme of bread in Mark. I have already noted how 
bread and the sharing of bread in Mark operates as a boundary marker. On 
the one hand, there is the bread that comes from the banquet world of Jesus. 
On the other hand, there is the bread that comes from the banquet world of 
the opponents. The disciples are specifically warned to "beware of the yeast 
of the Pharisees and of Herod” (8:15). This symbolizes the banquet world of 
Jesus’ opponents; to partake of their “yeast” means to be a part of their com- 
munity. The reference to bread as “yeast” (zymé), which occurs only here in 
Mark, may be utilized so as to provide an intentional contrast with the Last 
Supper meal that Jesus will offer his disciples, a meal where “unleavened 
bread” (azymos) is eaten (14:1,12). 

The banquet world of Jesus offers a contrasting call and contrasting val- 
ues. The wine he offers is new wine; it thus must be contained in fresh wine- 
skins (2:22). So also the bread he offers is compared with the holy “bread of 
the presence” (2:26). This allusion can be connected with the miraculous 
bread fed to the multitudes. To eat this bread is to eat that which is consid- 
ered unlawful and unclean, but “the Son of Man” is “lord of the Sabbath” 
(2:28), and is worthy to eat the bread of the presence as well as to “declare all 
foods clean” (7:19). 

These allusions connect the bread of Jesus with the numinous food of the 
messianic banquet. Its numinous qualities are not what Mark develops, how- 
ever. The connection of eating bread with the gaining of apocalyptic life is 
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not made. Rather, life is connected with the theme of martyrdom. Bread, on 
the other hand, is consistently connected with the defining of community 
boundaries. Thus it is the sharing of the “bread of the children” (ho artos ton 
teknön, 7:27) that is Jesus’ image for the sharing of the blessings of the com- 
munity in his conversation with the Syrophoenician woman. On the other 
hand, the disciples participate in the banquet world of Jesus not only by the 
bread they eat but by how they eat it: “Now when the Pharisees and some of 
the scribes who had come from Jerusalem gathered around him, they noticed 
that some of his disciples were eating bread with defiled hands, that is, with- 
out washing them. . . . So the Pharisees and the scribes asked him, "Why do 
your disciples not live according to the tradition of the elders, but eat with 
defiled hands?” (7:1-2,5).5* 

Throughout Mark's story, the disciples are caught between those two 
worlds. Thus the reference at 6:8 that they are to “take no bread” on their 
mission, while it alludes to the theme of hospitality in its immediate context, 
has a further connection to later themes in the story. We recall that text when 
later the disciples decry the fact that “they had no bread” (8:16) in response 
to Jesus’ warning about the bread of his opponents. The same is true in the 
feeding stories, where they complain that they cannot respond to the needs 
of the people because they have no bread (6:37; 8:4). The latter text is espe- 
cially weighty with symbolism: “How can one feed these people with bread 
here in the desert?” The desert is the world of Jesus, yet the bread they desire 
is from the world of the opponents. They desire earthly bread, but Jesus 
offers miraculous bread. It is not the quality of the bread but the community 
identity and commitment that are at stake. That is the meaning of all the 
miracles, that the new age has come. But the disciples miss the point of Jesus’ 
miracles, and missing the point can be summarized in this way: “They did 
not understand about the loaves, but their hearts were hardened” (6:52). 

At the Last Supper, then, these themes come to a head. The sharing of 
bread becomes a primary symbol for discipleship; thus the departure of 
Judas, the “one who is dipping bread into the bowl with me” (14:20), 
becomes a story of betrayal. That story is repeated by each of the disciples, for 
each of them share bread with Jesus, and each eventually falls away. 

The words over the bread, “Take; this is my body” (14:22), need explana- 
tion within the context of Mark's story. The term body apparently has a sin- 
gle meaning in Mark; it is the term for a corpse or a physical body that will 
be a corpse (5:29, 6:29, 14:8, 15:43). Consequently, Jesus is clearly referring 
to his death. But it is not the efficacy of his death that is the referent, for it is 
not “body” (söma) but “life” (psych) that is given as a “ransom” (10:45). 
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Rather, it is the manner of death that must be meant. The sharing of bread 
with Jesus by the disciples, then, means uniting with him in discipleship and, 
eventually, sharing in his fate. Yet the disciples soon fall away. Clearly, they 
continue to manifest the problem first defined at 6:52: “They did not under- 
stand about the loaves, but their hearts were hardened.” 

A parallel theme is developed in regard to the cup at the Last Supper. It is 
woven into the important section in Mark 8-10, in which the theme of dis- 
cipleship is especially developed.*? The section begins with Peter's confession, 
which, in the plot of Mark, represents the first time that the disciples show 
any sign of recognizing the significance of Jesus (8:27-30). This is followed 
by three separate programmatic texts in which Jesus predicts his death, the 
disciples reject the idea, and a lesson about discipleship is drawn (8:31-38; 
9:30-37; 10:32-45). In one case, discipleship is described as to “take up their 
cross and follow me” (8:34). In another case, it is described in these terms: 
“The cup that I drink you will drink; and with the baptism with which I am 
baptized, you will be baptized” (10:39). In both cases, the reference is to the 
model of the death of Jesus as the death of a martyr.” Thus when Jesus prays 
in the garden on the eve of his death, he prays, “remove this cup from me” 
(14:36). 

Therefore, when the cup is related to the “blood of the covenant” at the 
Last Supper and it is specifically said, “all of them drank from it” (Mark 
14:23-24), we are to understand that it is the cup of martyrdom that they 
drink. In the memory of the church, though not in the story world of Mark, 
that is exactly the fate that awaits the faithful disciples. Therefore, although 
Mark ends his story with the disciples having failed to “follow” Jesus, he 
embeds in the Last Supper story the promise that, eventually, they will. 


Banquet in Story and Community 

A continuing debate in scholarship is the extent to which the social realities 
of the community of Mark can be derived from the story of Jesus that he 
writes. The Last Supper text is a case in point. For years this has been con- 
sidered a representation of the form of Lord's Supper liturgy utilized in the 
Markan community. This conclusion was based on the fact that there were 
obviously such liturgical traditions floating around, since Paul includes a 
similar one in his letter to the Corinthians (1 Cor 11:23-25). More recently 
in Markan scholarship, however, it has been noted that the Last Supper text 
is not presented in any different way from any other story of Jesus in Mark. 
In particular, it does not include any exhortation that this ritual be repeated 
by the community, as Paul's tradition does (1 Cor 11:24, 25). 


252 Bo FROM SYMPOSIUM TO EUCHARIST 


This means first that the Last Supper pericope in Mark must be interpreted 
in the context of Marks overall story. It also means that we cannot go directly 
from this story to conclusions about the ritual life of Marks community. For 
example, if this is to be taken as a liturgical text, what sets it apart from other 
stories about Jesus in Mark? And how would it have functioned in actual litur- 
gical practice? Answers to these questions are not readily available. 

There is another means toward this end, however. As I have argued 
throughout this book, it was a regular practice of groups in the ancient world 
to celebrate ritual meals together at which their group identity would be 
established and celebrated. This is true whether the groups were Greco- 
Roman, Jewish, or Christian. The cumulative effect of this program of 
research is to suggest with a high degree of assurance that the Markan com- 
munity would have celebrated community meals together. But what else can 
we say about these meals? 

To deal with this question more fully, we need to rehearse some of the 
points that have been made in recent studies about the relation of the story 
of Mark to the community of Mark. Mack has especially made the point that 
the community's own social formation lies behind the perspective promoted 
by the “myth of innocence” presented herein.?! The point is that there was in 
the Markan community an experience of estrangement from Jewish tradi- 
tion, brought about especially by the inclusion of Gentiles in their commu- 
nity. This factor in their identity led to a split with local Jewish leaders, who 
raised once more the specter that Jewish covenantal identity was to be associ- 
ated with ritual boundary markers such as dietary laws. The Jesus story Mark 
presents proposes another worldview, one that lays claim to Jewish tradition 
in the face of their repudiation of dietary laws by means of a clever apocalyp- 
tic interpretation. 

An apocalyptic approach commended itself to them for another reason as 
well. They interpreted their situation as one of persecution; indeed, they may 
have been experiencing this on a real level. Their self-identity thus became 
attached to that of the apocalyptic myth, that is, that the persecution they 
were enduring was but a sign of the end, when the suffering righteous ones 
would be vindicated by God. 

Meanwhile, their situation was causing some weakening of the faith 
among the members. Consequently, Marks story of Jesus presents a “myth of 
origins” that creates a world in which discipleship is defined by persecution 
and martyrdom. To embrace martyrdom is to take the path Jesus took. Their 
discipleship was in effect to complete the story begun but not finished by the 
disciples in Mark’s story. 
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This sketch of the correlations between the probable social situation of 
Marks community and the story of Mark thus establishes a context from 
which to pose again the question as to the probable form of their community 
meals. After coming at the question from a different perspective, one is able 
to arrive at a fairly traditional point; namely, that the Last Supper text in 
Mark reflects in some way a proposal as to the ritual practice at the commu- 
nity meals of the Markan community. 

Here it should be said that just as Mark proposes a particular and parae- 
netic reading of the life of Jesus, so also he is proposing something somehow 
new in regard to their meals together. How they were celebrated prior to the 
writing of his Gospel is not known. Nor is it known whether they followed 
the model presented here. But we can outline a form and interpretation pro- 
posed by this Gospel. 

The meals of the Markan community as promoted by this Gospel would 
have given special emphasis to the sharing of bread and wine on the model of 
Jesus’ Last Supper. Whether any of Jesus’ words were repeated in a ritual for- 
mat is not clear. But the focus of the ceremony would have been along the 
lines emphasized in the story. That is to say, like the Passover meal in Judaism, 
their meal would reenact a midpoint in a continuing story. Like the disciples 
who gathered with Jesus, the community would share bread and wine in a 
pledge to discipleship and to the covenant of martyrdom. That this idea is 
being urged on them so forcefully points up the fact that they must have faced 
such a severe social crisis that their lives were literally at stake because of the 
faith they professed (see also 13:9-13). The liturgy at the meal can therefore be 
seen to represent a ritual response to their specific social situation. 


THE PHILOSOPHICAL BANQUET: MEAL SYMBOLISM 
IN LUKE 


Luke, as scholars have often noted, was probably the most literary of all the 
Gospel writers. One of Luke's literary devices that has been alluded to in pre- 
vious studies is his use of the symposium motif of “table talk,” whereby Jesus 
teaches while at a meal. This was what the philosophers often did in ancient 
literature. Thus such instances in Luke, notably 7:36-50; 11:37-54; and 
14:1-24, can be related to the symposium genre.?? These are not the only 
instances, however, in which Luke enriches his Gospel story with references 
to meal symbolism. Indeed, as I will show, the motif of table fellowship is one 
of his favorite literary devices. His use of this motif may be classified under 
the following categories: 
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1. Social Stratification: Ranking at Table as a Symbol of Status 

As already noted in previous chapters, it was common at any formal meal in 
a Greek or Roman setting to assign rankings to the positions at table. As a 
feature of custom and etiquette, it also came to be translated into a literary 
theme. This point was elaborated in more detail in chapter 3. Here it might 
be useful to summarize some of those points for ease of comparison with 
Luke's usage. 

Note, for example, that in Plutarchis imaginative description of the sym- 
posium of the legendary seven sages, he describes a discussion on the custom 
of ranking (The Dinner of the Seven Wise Men [Septem sapientium convivium) 
148F-149F). The issue arises because a guest feels insulted at the position he 
was offered. The sage Thales counsels acceptance of one's position at table no 
matter what it is, for “a man that objects to his place at table is objecting to 
his neighbor rather than to his host, and he makes himself hateful to both.””? 
Following his own advice, Thales then asks to be placed at the offensive posi- 
tion himself.’ 

Similarly, in Table Talk Plutarch takes up the topic of places at table as a 
part of the philosophical discussion. On one occasion, the topic of discussion 
was “Why the place at banquets called the consul’s acquired honor.” On 
another occasion, Plutarch and his tablemates discussed the issue “Whether 
the host should arrange the placing of his guests or leave it to the guests 
themselves.” 

This last instance is introduced with an interesting anecdote. Plutarch 
relates how at a meal given by his brother Timon it was decided to break with 
custom and allow the guests to recline wherever they wished. Unfortunately, 
whenever an especially distinguished guest arrived late and discovered that 
no place worthy of his honor remained at the table, he was insulted and left 
angrily% 

These stories provide a clear relationship to the parable of the places at 
table, a parable found only in Luke, and one that Luke places in a banquet 
setting. While Jesus is reclining at the table of a Pharisee, he teaches the 
assembled guests: 


When he noticed how the guests chose the places of honor, he told them 
a parable. “When you are invited by someone to a wedding banquet, do 
not recline [kataklinein]”” at the place of honor, in case someone more 
distinguished than you has been invited by your host; and the host who 
invited both of you may come and say to you, ‘Give this person your 
place,’ and then in disgrace you would start to take the lowest place. But 
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when you are invited, go and recline [anapiptein] at the lowest place, so 
that when your host comes, he may say to you, ‘Friend, move up 
higher’; then you will be honored in the presence of all who recline with 
you [synanakeisthai]."* For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, 
and those who humble themselves will be exalted. . . ." (Luke 14:7-11) 


Notice how the parable functions to symbolize how rankings will be assigned 
in the kingdom by reference to a recognized custom in the culture. The cus- 
tom is obviously well understood and taken for granted; otherwise the para- 
ble would not work. 

There are clearly literary themes present here as well, as a comparison with 
the Plutarch texts discussed above will show. First, it should be noted that in 
both examples from Plutarch and in the example from Luke, the subject of 
the discourse is introduced with a brief anecdote relating to the actual choos- 
ing of positions by the participants. Second, in both Luke and Plutarch's 
Table Talk the discussion centers on the motif of the late-arriving guest whose 
proper position at table has already been taken. Third, in all three examples 
the discussion then goes on to question the custom of ranking on the basis of 
other criteria derived from table fellowship ethics. 

In Plutarch, the custom becomes the subject of the philosophical discus- 
sion of the evening. The diners debate the pros and cons of ranking at table. 
Their arguments are stated in terms of the traditional ethical categories that 
are often brought to play in popular philosophical discussions of ethics and 
etiquette at a meal. Thus one diner argues for the custom of ranking on the 
grounds that it is a mark of good order and good order is necessary for a plea- 
surable banquet. In this case, pleasure is the standard by which behavior at 
the banquet is to be judged.” Another diner argues that the custom should 
be abolished on the grounds that equality at the meal would enhance the 
"friendship" essential for the proper banquet.” Here friendship is the proper 
category for defining ethics at the table. The ethic of friendship is also 
implied by the statement of Thales quoted above that Plutarch attributes to 
Thales at the “Dinner of the Seven Wise Men.” Indeed, friendship and plea- 
sure are two of the most common ethical categories in the traditional philo- 
sophical discussions of ethics (or etiquette) at the table.'°' 

To this may be compared Luke's emphasis. Here also the issue of ranking 
is resolved by reference to an ethical principle. To be sure, the principle is 
not the philosophical virtue, friendship, but rather is the "biblical" virtue, 
humility.' Yet, though the principles differ, the motifs are virtually the 
same. 
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Thus Luke utilizes literary motifs that are similar to those found in 
Plutarch. To be sure, Luke's relationship to Plutarch should not be overem- 
phasized. Luke is clearly not writing a philosophical dialogue, nor is it prob- 
able that he is relying on Plutarch for his images. Rather, the similarities in 
the accounts of the two authors suggest that both are utilizing a literary motif 
that derives from popular literature in general and symposium traditions in 
particular, 

Luke makes another reference to the custom of ranking at table when he 
makes what appears to be an editorial revision in his source, which I take to 
be Mark. In Mark 10:35-45, the disciples James and John request of Jesus to 
be assigned positions of honor in the future kingdom: “Grant us to sit, one 
at your right hand and one at your left, in your glory” (10:37). The context 
is the travel section of Mark, so this request is made “on the road, going up 
to Jerusalem” (10:32). Luke utilizes much of Mark's travel section, including 
another pericope on ranking in the kingdom (Luke 9:46-48; Mark 9:33-37). 
But he moves this pericope on ranking in the kingdom (Mark 10:35-45) to 
another context: the setting of the Last Supper. 

Thus, in Luke it is while the disciples are reclining at table, in a setting in 
which relative status is an ever-present reality, that the question concerning 
the ranking of the disciples in the kingdom comes up again: “A dispute also 
arose among them as to which one of them was to be regarded as the great- 
est” (Luke 22:24; see vv. 24-27 for the parallel to Mark). The question and 
Jesus’ response are given added impact by the literary device of placing them 
in the meal setting. '% 


2. Social Bonding: Table Talk as a Mode of Teaching 
Another prominent feature of symposium literature was its use of the table as 
a setting for philosophical discourse. The tradition derives especially from 
Plato's Symposium, in which the symposium becomes the setting for a philo- 
sophical discussion on “love” (erös). The introduction to this discussion 
becomes a classic statement for the genre: “I [Eryximachus] next propose that 
the flute-girl who came in just now be dismissed. . . . Let us seek our enter- 
tainment today in conversation.”!® Thus Athenaeus could refer to philo- 
sophical banquets as characterized not by “intemperance” but by “decency 
and refinement,” thereby referring to a tradition that these banquets place 
an emphasis on enlightened conversation. 

As a corollary of this tradition, there developed the idea that certain top- 
ics or a certain form of speech was more appropriate for the table setting.'” 
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Thus Plutarch describes his view of proper symposium conversation in this 
way: “Therefore subjects of discourse, like friends, should be admitted to 
dinners only if they are of proved quality.” He devotes several discussions 
to the theme of proper topics for symposium discussions. Among these top- 
ics are those described as “concerned with the proper business of drinking 
parties.”! Included under this topic are discussions of the meal itself, such 
as meal etiquette, discourses on the types of food eaten, discourses on proper 
ethics at the table or the “friend-making” character of the meal, and so on,'!° 

This tradition is clearly echoed in Luke's chapter 14, which begins with 
Jesus’ being invited to a banquet in the house of a Pharisee. Much of the rest 
of the chapter is thus concerned with things that were said at table. The chap- 
ter is made up of a collection of sayings of Jesus about banquets, including 
the parable of the places at table (14:7-11), the parable of the banquet invi- 
tations (14:12-14), and the parable of the great banquet (14:15-24). Each of 
these pericopes uses the symbolism of the banquet to present a different 
teaching. All are tied together by the context as well; this is given emphasis 
by continual references to the table setting in the introductions to each peri- 
cope (14:7,12,14). 

Thus chapter 14 is a highly structured literary unit with clear reference to 
the symposium genre. This point has been made in a study by X. de Meetis.'"! 
He points out, for example, the structured nature of the chapter. That is, Jesus 
addresses successively the group of guests as a whole (14:7), the master of the 
house (14:12), and one of the guests who asks a question (14:15). These give 
the chapter a dialogue style similar to that of the symposium genre.'! In addi- 
tion, Luke includes characters that are typically included in the genre: the 
master of the house, the guest of honor and main speaker, the invited guests 
(14:7), and the uninvited (14:13, 24, 25; 15:1-2).!? 

Furthermore, de Mecüs notes how the underlying conflict that is present 
in Luke's account parallels the structure of Plato's Symposium. In Luke 14, 
one can argue that the participants at the meal are all Pharisees, taking the 
phrase “they were watching him closely” (14:1) to be referring to the Phar- 
isees, who were also the participants. Thus one theme of the symposium 
section as a whole is the conflict between Jesus and the Pharisees. This is 
taken by de Meetis to parallel the underlying conflict between Socrates and 
the Sophists that he finds to be present in the Symposium.''4 Thus the 
chapter begins with a Sabbath controversy (14:1-6). Then it moves to a 
contrast between the pride of the Pharisees versus the humility of Jesus 
(14:7-11). Next is the contrast between the community of the Pharisees 
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and the community of Jesus (14:12-14; cf. 15:1-2). Then there is a contrast 
between the invited and the uninvited (14:15-24).!5 

But while chapter 14 is clearly related to the motif of philosophical table 
talk, it is not the only instance in Luke where such a reference is found. 
Indeed, Jesus often teaches while at table in Luke's Gospel.!!6 Thus, in a pas- 
sage derived from Mark, Jesus dines in the house of Levi the tax collector 
and, when he is criticized for eating with tax collectors and sinners, replies, 
"Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick; I 
have come to call not the righteous but sinners to repentance" (5:29-32). In 
a later passage that echoes this one, and that is found only in Luke, Jesus 
dines at the house of Simon the Pharisee, and, in response to the woman who 
washes his feet, teaches the parable of the two debtors (7:36-50). In 10:38- 
42, another passage found only in Luke, Jesus teaches in the house of Martha 
while Martha "serves"; the reference appears to be to service at a meal.'!” 

In 11:37-41 Luke revises the reference in Mark that has Jesus and his dis- 
ciples eating without first washing to include the reference that Jesus was din- 
ing in the house of a Pharisee. Thus the teachings that follow and that 
include a collection of sayings against the Pharisees are placed in the setting 
of a meal and, by means of this literary device, are tied together. Indeed, this 
entire section (11:37-54) can be shown to have been written according to the 
pattern of the symposium genre, much like chapter 14 as mentioned 
above. !! 

Finally, Luke has an extended section of teachings of Jesus at table on the 
occasion of the Last Supper (22:14-38). One of these has already been men- 
tioned: the teaching to the disciples as to who will be the greatest in the 
kingdom. Other pericopes in this context also allude to the table fellowship 
theme, including 22:15-23 and 22:28-30. Of the four Gospels, only John 
has a longer section on the teachings of Jesus at table at the Last Supper 
(John 13-17). 


3. The Idealized Model: Eating and Drinking as a Symbol of Luxury 
Eating and drinking in a banquet setting in which one reclined and ate and 
drank at a leisurely pace took on in a very early period the sense of an activ- 
ity symbolizing the life of luxury. As noted in chapter 2, this point has been 
brought to light especially by the studies of Jean-Marie Dentzer.'!? Dentzer 
points out how, from the beginning of its introduction as a custom in the 
Greek world, reclining carried with it the aura of royal luxury. 

The upper-class imagery is carried out in the actual practices connected 
with the custom. For besides the accoutrements of luxurious pillows and 
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couches, elaborate foods, and servants, those who banqueted were reminded 
of their standing in society by the fact that they reclined; for custom dictated 
that only free citizens were to recline; women, children, and slaves were to sit 
when they ate. 


Luxury as a Negative Symbol 

The image of luxury was often applied in a negative sense in literature 
throughout the Greco-Roman world. In Jewish literature, for example, the 
eighth-century-B.c.E. text from Amos contains a critique of the luxurious 
banquet of the wealthy utilizing the symbols of the banquet as evidence. 
Thus he decries their reclining “on beds of ivory,” singing “idle songs to the 
sound of the harp,” “drinking wine from bowls,” and “anointing themselves 
with the finest oils” (6:4-7). Since Jewish tradition is not at all opposed to 
bountiful feasts, the reference here is clearly a motif utilized to characterize 
and criticize the wealthy. 

Similarly, in Greek and Roman literature the luxury of the banquet was 
often used as a negative symbol. This was especially true in the tradition of 
satire. Indeed, one of the favorite devices of the satirist for criticizing society 
was the banquet. The typical form is illustrated by the banquet of Nasidienus 
described by the satirist Horace. The theme of the description is a critique of 
the excesses and bad taste of the newly rich as exhibited in the menu and 
other trappings of the banquet.'”° A similar theme is taken up by Petronius 
in the famous “Banquet of Trimalchio” section of his Satyricon. Here the 
freedman Trimalchio reaches a new low in vulgarity and boorishness with his 
exhibitions of excessive gluttony, drunkenness, and other forms of extreme 
behavior.'?! 

This literary theme is echoed by Luke in a multitude of references to the 
negative imagery of the luxurious banquet. In general, these references tend 
to have eschatological overtones. Thus the luxurious meal functions as a sym- 
bol for the debauchery of “this age,” which is due to be condemned in the 
future judgment. These texts thus function both as a warning and as an 
assurance to the faithful. They are assured that those who feast luxuriously 
now will eventually be judged, and they are warned lest they fall into the 
same trap. 

Examples for this theme can be found in a number of parables. The para- 
ble of the rich fool in Luke 12:16-21 (a parable found elsewhere only in 
Gospel of Thomas 63, but without the meal imagery) uses the following ter- 
minology to describe the self-satisfaction of the rich man who had stored up 
huge amounts of food in his barns: “Soul, you have ample goods laid up for 
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many years; relax, eat, drink, be merry” (v. 19).!22The parable of the servant 
entrusted with supervision in Luke 12:42-46 (a parable also found in Q; see 
Matt 24:45-51) describes the faithlessness of the servant who has been set 
over the household with these words: “But if that slave says to himself, ‘My 
master is delayed in coming,’ and if he begins to beat the other slaves, men 
and women, and to eat and drink and get drunk, the master of that slave 
will come on a day when he does not expect him and at an hour that he does 
not know, and will cut him in pieces, and put him with the unfaithful” 
(Luke 12:45-46). 

Besides parables, references to the negative imagery of the meal also occur 
in Luke’s Gospel in the context of the general apocalyptic preaching of Jesus. 
For example, in Luke 17:26-29 (a Q text; see also Matt 24:37-39), the dis- 
solute living that characterizes the “days of the Son of man” is described with 
meal symbolism: “They were eating and drinking . . .” (17:27,28). In 
another instance of eschatological preaching, in a text found only in Luke, a 
similar theme is presented: “Be on guard so that your hearts are not weighed 
down with dissipation and drunkenness and the worries of this life, and that 
day catch you unexpectedly” (Luke 21:34). Similarly, in Lukes sermon on 
the plain, those who “are rich . . . full. . . laughing . . . well spoken of” are 
singled out for the judgmental “woes” (Luke 6:24-25). 

A showcase for this theme is perhaps Luke's parable of the rich man and 
Lazarus (Luke 16:19-31). Here one may note that the characteristic of the 
rich man, like the rich fool or those in the days of Noah or those character- 
ized by Jesus’ apocalyptic preaching elsewhere in Luke, is that he not only 
“was dressed in purple and fine linen” but also “feasted sumptuously every 
day" (v. 19).'2? And how does Lazarus differ? Lazarus “longed to satisfy his 
hunger with what fell from the rich man’s table” (v. 21). Here we find a con- 
nection with our next theme. For when the situations of the two are reversed, 
this fact is illustrated by using the reverse of the same imagery. Lazarus, who 
hungered in earthly life, now rests on “Abraham's bosom” in the afterlife. 
Clearly this is a reference to a banquet scene in which the banqueters recline 
and thus rest on the bosom of the diner to their left. Lazarus is said to be on 
the bosom of Abraham in order to indicate that he is to the right of the host, 
Abraham, and therefore in a position of honor. The image is that of a sump- 
tuous banquet, a potent image for the joys of heaven. ^4 The rich man, mean- 
while, in a true reversal of situations, begs for a single drop of water. 

Thus here we have an example of the luxury of the banquet used in two 
different ways. In one case, it refers to a critique of riches and of a dissolute 
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earthly life; in another case, it refers in a positive sense to the blessings of 
heaven. The latter is the well-known image of the messianic banquet, which, 
in fact, is another favorite image of Luke's. Indeed, the parallelism with the 
potent messianic banquet theme, as is illustrated by the parable of the rich 
man and Lazarus, may explain why Luke emphasized meal imagery in his 
depiction of the sins of this age. 


The Luxury of the Banquet as a Positive Symbol 

In apocalyptic literature, the theme of the messianic banquet, or the eschato- 
logical banquet, appears to be a widespread symbol used to refer to the joys 
of the new age.!? When we come to Luke’s Gospel, we find the image of the 
messianic banquet well established, without any need for Luke to explain it. 
It is obviously a part of the tradition Luke is using, and it is obviously well 
understood by Luke and his readers. Yet there is more than just a recording 
of traditional sayings on this subject in Luke. The theme is much too wide- 
spread and central to the focus of his Gospel. Indeed, it is apparent that Luke 
has incorporated this theme into his own theological enterprise and given it 
his own interpretations and emphases. 

Besides the reference already mentioned in Luke's parable of the rich man 
and Lazarus, there are other specific references to the messianic banquet that 
are found only in Luke. For example, the introduction to the parable of the 
great banquet is clearly redactional. Here a guest at table is made to remark: 
“Blessed is anyone who will eat bread in the kingdom of God” (Luke 14:15). 
The parable given in response is clearly referring to the theme of the mes- 
sianic banquet, so the introduction is not necessary for understanding it. 
Rather, this introduction serves to situate the parable in its literary context, 
and thereby the theme of the messianic banquet is correlated with the other 
meal references in this chapter. One may assume, then, that Jesus’ meal with 
Pharisees in chapter 14 is being correlated with the themes of the parable. 
This is made even clearer in the context when the Pharisees note Jesus’ nor- 
mal preference for “tax collectors and sinners” at his table (15:1-2), a group 
that is obviously parallel to the group highlighted in the parable, namely, “the 
poor, the crippled, the blind, and the lame” (14:21). 

Furthermore, the introduction serves as an effective counterpoint for the 
symbolic thrust of the parable, for the parable serves to emphasize not only 
the joys of those who will share the messianic banquet but also the theme of 
judgment: not everyone originally invited will eventually share the feast. In 
this regard, it serves as another variation of the divine reversal theme found 
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also in the parable of the rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16:19-31). And it 
serves to enhance the judgment of the Pharisees that is implicit in both para- 
bles in their respective contexts. 

In a similar way, another text from Q also functions in a judgment context: 


But he will say, “I do not know where you come from; go away from 
me, all you evildoers!” There will be weeping and gnashing of teeth 
when you see Abraham and Isaac and Jacob and all the prophets in the 
kingdom of God, and you yourselves thrown out. Then people will 
come from east and west, from north and south, and will recline 
[anaklinein}"* in the kingdom of God. Indeed, some are last who will 
be first, and some are first who will be last.” (Luke 13:27-30) 


This text, by the way, is placed by Luke at the conclusion of the parables of 
the narrow door and the closed door (13:23-26). Thus those who are locked 
out and who complain that they ate and drank in the presence of the door- 
keeper or Messiah (13:26) are told that others will take their place at the 
eschatological table. This undoubtedly correlates with the literary tendency 
in Luke to have Jesus dine quite often at the table of a Pharisee. Thus the con- 
demnation of the Pharisees is indicated here, as it is in numerous other table 
fellowship references. Indeed, rather than the Pharisees, it is the disciples of 
Jesus who are told, as they share the last meal with Jesus, that they will “eat 
and drink at my table in my kingdom, and . . . sit on thrones judging the 
twelve tribes of Israel” (Luke 22:30). 

It is at the Last Supper that the messianic banquet theme is given special 
prominence in Luke. Indeed, the entire Last Supper pericope shows signs of 
extensive editing by the author. This is evident not only in his unusual ver- 
sion of the meal itself (22:14-19a) but also in the extended “table talk” of 
Jesus during the meal (22:21-38).'27 

Luke's unusual version of the Last Supper has presented problems since 
earliest times, but it appears that the author had a reason for depicting it as 
he did. Here in 22:15-19a he has expanded on the Passover theme, reversed 
the order of cup and bread, and adapted and expanded the eschatological ref- 
erence of Mark 14:25 so that it becomes his only interpretation of the meal 
(22:16,18). This interpretation makes this meal serve as another representa- 
tion of the overall theme of table fellowship with Jesus in Luke, since the 
eschatological theme underlies most of these references. Thus the Last Sup- 
per of Jesus does not function as an isolated reference in Luke but as a final, 
and perhaps archetypal, example of a motif that has been developed through- 
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out the Gospel. Indeed, since Luke's unique version of the meal at 22:15-19a 
coordinates so well with the meal themes and literary plan of Luke-Acts as a 
whole, it seems more likely that this so-called short version of his Eucharistic 
text, which is especially evidenced in the Western tradition of manuscripts, is 
more authentic than the long version (22:15-20), which is found in the 
majority of manuscripts. '?* 

The Last Supper pericope in Luke thus derives its meaning from its loca- 
tion in the context of Luke-Acts. As a meal that is primarily eschatological in 
focus (22:16, 18, 30), it correlates with other eschatological or messianic 
banquet themes. For example, note that the messianic banquet tends to be 
connected with the theme of reversal, when the wealthy, the privileged, and 
especially the people of Israel (or Pharisees) will be judged (6:20-26; 13:25- 
30; 14:15-24; 16:19-31); so also here, during a traditional Jewish meal, a 
judgment is pronounced against Israel (22:28-30). 

Luke's Last Supper also serves as a transition for the theme of table fellow- 
ship with Jesus from the "time of Jesus" to the "time of the church." This idea 
is indicated by Jesus’ vow that he will not eat and drink again until "it is ful- 
filled in the kingdom of God" (22:16,18). Thus table fellowship with Jesus 
then becomes associated exclusively with the messianic banquet at which he 
will be the host as he is here. Furthermore, the idea of Jesus being present 
with his disciples becomes focused on the meal. Thus, whenever the presence 
of the risen Lord is to be experienced in the church, it is to be associated espe- 
cially with the communal meal. The combination of Jesus’ unusual interpre- 
tation of the Last Supper in 22:15-19a and the Lukan resurrection story of 
the appearance to the disciples on the road to Emmaus, in which the disci- 
ples are hindered from recognizing him until “he had been made known to 
them in the breaking of the bread” (24:35), clearly indicates the nature of 
this transition.” Thus whenever the church celebrates the “breaking of 
bread” (Acts 2:42, 46; 20:7), which is a peculiarly Lukan designation for the 
communal meal, the indication is that this is a continuation of this same 
theme, in which the risen Lord is known to them especially in the meal and in 
which they look forward to the future blessings of the messianic banquet.'*° 


Social Obligation: Table Service as a Symbol for Community Service 

In the context of a formal banquet at which one reclined, there is a natural 
requirement that there be servants who serve. Indeed, customs and etiquette 
had become rather rigid and formal in regard to the entire table ritual from 
the arrival of the guests to their departure. 
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In Luke's Gospel, the custom of serving at table is made into a symbol for 
community service as a whole. The use of this motif is illustrated in the para- 
ble of the servant entrusted with supervision (Luke 12:42-46; Matt 24:45- 
51). Here the duty assigned to the servant is to care for the household, that 
is, “to give them their allowance of food at the proper time” (12:42), rather 
than eating, drinking, and being merry himself (12:45). This text surely cor- 
relates with the reference in Acts 6:1-6 to actual table service in the early 
church. In addition, however, it can be interpreted as a symbol of servant- 
hood as a whole. 

The most significant reference to the servant theme is the one that, as has 
already been noted, Luke moves from the Markan context to the Last Supper 
context (Luke 22:24-27; Mark 10:35-45). Indeed, in this pericope, several 
themes that we have discussed are brought together. Thus, whenever the dis- 
ciples bring up the question as to their ranking in the kingdom, Jesus’ 
response is two-pronged. Yes, they will take positions of honor at the escha- 
tological table and judge the twelve tribes of Israel (22:30). But their idea of 
ranking needs modification. Much like the advice to take the position at the 
lower end of the table so as to receive the invitation to “move up higher” 
(14:7-11), so also here Jesus says: 


The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and those in authority over 
them are called benefactors. But not so with you; rather the greatest 
among you must become like the youngest, and the leader like one who 
serves. For who is greater, the one who reclines at table [anakeisthai),">" 
or the one who serves? Is it not the one who reclines at table? But I am 
among you as one who serves. (Luke 22:25-27) 


An important question raised by Luke's version of this saying is how Jesus 
fulfills this phrase that he is “among you as one who serves.” In the other 
Gospels, this is made clearer. In Mark, for example, the very next phrase, 
which Luke omits, makes clear what is intended by the servant symbol: “For 
the Son of man also came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as 
a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45). Thus here the servant theme refers to the 
death of Jesus. 

In the Gospel of John, although Luke’s saying is not found, the same idea 
is presented in the same context as Luke's, that is, at the Last Supper (John 
13:1-20). Thus whereas in Luke Jesus speaks of himself as servant at the 
meal, in John Jesus acts out the role of servant by washing the feet of the dis- 
ciples. This action appears to be interpreted in two ways in John. One inter- 
pretation, which is close to that of Mark, is that this action symbolizes the 
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meaning of Jesus’ death.'>? Another interpretation, which is similar to Luke's, 
is that by this action Jesus presents himself as the model of servanthood.?? 

Yet, unlike both Mark and John, Luke does not make explicit what mean- 
ing he intends by this reference. This is surprising in two respects. First, while 
Luke is not likely to have known of the option utilized by John, whereby 
Jesus actually acts out the role of servant,'* he surely knew of Mark's inter- 
pretation, yet he chose not to use it. Second, as we have seen, Luke is espe- 
cially conscious of the meal imagery in general and appears to make lavish 
use of it in putting together his Gospel. This strongly suggests that Luke 
must have something specific in mind as his interpretation of this text. Fur- 
thermore, given his redactional skills, he must have put together this section 
so as to bring out the exact meaning he intended. Thus, if the meaning of this 
text appears to be ambiguous or overly subtle, then we must assume that 
Luke intended that it be so. 

I would suggest two reasons that Luke omits Marks reference to the death 
of Jesus at this point.?5 The first is that the saying in Mark, especially the 
phrase “the Son of man also came not to be served but to serve” (Mark 10:45), 
is too limiting for the symbolism of servanthood. In Luke, as we will see, one 
of the significant usages of the table service motif is service offered to Jesus. Sec- 
ond, Luke seems to prefer ambiguity here, as in other meal texts, in order that 
the symbolism may be capable of multiple interpretations. Thus, for example, 
Jesus is depicted as both host (22:17,19) and servant (22:27) at the table. 

The first interpretation that may be suggested is that Jesus presents him- 
self as the example of servanthood for the church to follow. This correlates 
with the various texts that place exemplary disciples in the same position as 
Jesus, as servants at the table. It also correlates with the servanthood theme in 
Luke in general. 

The second interpretation for the text is suggested by a parable found else- 
where in Luke: 


Be dressed for action and have your lamps lit; be like those who are wait- 
ing for their master to return from the wedding banquet, so that they 
may open the door for him as soon as he comes and knocks. Blessed are 
those slaves whom the master finds alert when he comes; truly, I tell 
you, he will fasten his belt and have them recline at table [anaklinein],'% 
and he will come and serve them [diakonein]. (Luke 12:35-37) 


Here the master takes the role of servant in order to reward the servants. The 
image is that of the messianic banquet, but here the messiah is servant rather 
than host. But there is an internal consistency in the use of this image in this 
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parable, for here it is those who themselves were “faithful servants” who are 
then rewarded by being served. 

This parable then provides another possible interpretation of the Last 
Supper text (22:25-27). Jesus’ presentation of himself as host/servant at the 
Last Supper is thus seen as prefiguring his role as host/servant at the mes- 
sianic banquet. This of course correlates quite well with the eschatological 
emphasis presented in the Last Supper pericope as a whole. 

This theme of Jesus as host/servant at the banquet appears to be reflected 
in another set of texts whereby Jesus’ entire ministry is characterized as one 
in which he feeds the hungry. This is presented in Mary's Magnificat: “he has 
filled the hungry with good things” (Luke 1:53). It is also a major theme of 
the Beatitudes (Luke 6:21, 25). Furthermore, it is an underlying theme of the 
multiplication of the loaves story (Luke 9:10-17). Although a formal table 
setting is not explicit in these texts, they can nevertheless be seen as exten- 
sions of the messianic banquet theme and related to the theme of Jesus as 
both host and servant. 

Another way in which the table service theme functions in Luke is illus- 
trated by the text in 7:36-50. Here is found Luke's version of the story of 
Jesus being anointed by a woman while at table. In Luke's version, Jesus has 
been invited to dine at the house of a Pharisee. While he is reclining, a 
woman of the streets comes in and, standing behind his couch, washes his 
feet with her own tears. She thus gives to Jesus the proper treatment one 
should receive from a servant, whereas Jesus criticizes his host for not pro- 
viding the usual amenities by providing a servant to wash his feet. 

Here the image is that of serving Jesus at table as a symbol for true wor- 
ship. Thus the table symbolism functions again as an image for the true com- 
munity of Jesus. But unlike other such references, in which the true followers 
of Jesus are his table companions (as in, e.g., 5:27-32), here his true follower 
has taken the position of servant. This, of course, functions in the story to 
contrast with the failure of the host and table companion to exhibit true 
regard for Jesus. Nevertheless, the servant theme in the Gospel of Luke as a 
whole gives added value to the image of the servant in this pericope. 

The same motif is utilized in other references, such as the unusual story 
whereby Martha serves Jesus at table while Mary listens (Luke 10:38-42). 
Though the story seems to function primarily to legitimate Mary's role as a lis- 
tener rather than a servant at the table, yet it also by implication assumes the 
legitimacy of the role of Martha to serve.137 Similarly, whenever Peter's mother- 
in-law is healed, she rises to serve them (Luke 4:38-39; Mark 1:29-31).!38 
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Finally, the same theme is presented in the parable of the servant's reward, 
which is found only in Luke: 


Who among you would say to your slave who has just come in from 
plowing or tending sheep in the field, “Come here at once and recline at 
table [anapiptein]?”™ Will you not rather say to him, “Prepare supper 
for me, put on your apron and serve me while I eat and drink; later you 
may eat and drink?” Do you thank the slave for doing what was com- 
manded? So you also, when you have done all that you were ordered to 
do, say, “We are worthless slaves; we have done only what we ought to 
have done!” (Luke 17:7-10) 


Most probably these various interpretations of the table service theme are 
not meant to be seen at cross-purposes with one another but are meant to res- 
onate together. The theme of Jesus as table servant functions as a symbol of 
his ministry; it also functions as a symbol of the blessings he will offer at the 
end-time. One can be seen as interrelated with and as an anticipation of the 
other. The joys of the end are proleptically realized in table fellowship with 
Jesus now; thus his ministry offers bread to the hungry, just as his table fel- 
lowship offers forgiveness to the penitent. 

Jesus as table servant also serves as an example to his disciples. They, too, 
are called to serve, and they will be rewarded by being served. Their service is 
presented to others, but is thereby a service presented to Jesus himself. 


Table Fellowship as a Symbol for Community Fellowship 
A ubiquitous symbol of the table was its function to designate a special rela- 
tionship between the participants at the meal. In the Greco-Roman world, 
whenever groups organized themselves as funerary clubs, trade associations, 
religious parties, or philosophical schools, more often than not the central 
social activity that served to exemplify group identity and solidarity was the 
communal meal. The same was true in the case of several Jewish groups 
that had an identifiable and separate social identity.'*! Indeed, any gathering 
of friends around the table was seen as an event that created a special tie 
among the diners. This aura of social bonding connected with the meal was 
ancient and extended across cultures. Nevertheless, there were specific 
aspects of the phenomenon of table fellowship that were characteristic of the 
Greco-Roman period. 

One such characteristic was the philosophical tradition whereby certain 
ethical categories were assigned to the social setting of the meal. Thus 
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whenever ethics at the table was discussed, categories such as “pleasure,” 
“love,” and especially “friendship” were invoked as guiding principles. 

Plato, for example, discussed rules at the table under the category of “sym- 
posium laws,” which had as their goal to make the participants friends rather 
than enemies.'* Plutarch, again, reflects his relationship to this philosophi- 
cal tradition, for “friendship” is one of the primary categories he uses in his 
discussions of table ethics. Thus he refers to “the friend-making character of 
the table.”!® That is, friendship is central to the entire occasion: “A guest 
comes to share not only meat, wine, and dessert, but conversation, fun, and 
the amiability that leads to friendship.”'** Thus, whenever discussions take 
place concerning such questions as proper conversation at the table,!55 or 
whether guests should be ranked,'“ and so on, one of the primary ethical 
categories utilized was friendship.!4? 

For example, Plutarch attributed to Timon, his brother, the following 
argument in favor of abolishing ranking at table: 


If in other matters we are to preserve equality among men, why not 
begin with this first and accustom them to take their places with cach 
other without vanity and ostentation, because they understand as soon 
as they enter the door that the dinner is a democratic affair and has no 
outstanding place like an acropolis where the rich man is to recline and 
lord it over meaner foll?!4* 


What is especially noticeable here is the use of the categories of “meaner folk" 
and "rich" to designate barriers that should be abolished at the table. 

Clearly, Plutarch and his brother were not social revolutionaries. They 
were not calling for the liberation of the poor. Indeed, the distinction 
between the “meaner folk” and the “rich” is not that great. After all, the fact 
that they all recline together and share the same meal indicates that they are 
all part of the same privileged class. 

Nevertheless, there were commonly practiced methods for distinguishing 
the relative status of those who were accepted in the table fellowship. Besides 
the practice of ranking referred to here, one could also distinguish between 
the elite and the rest of the guests by providing a different quantity or qual- 
ity of food." These practices led to criticisms by a number of moralists of 
the age who argued along similar lines as Timon in the text quoted above 
from Plutarch. That is, to distinguish between the guests in this way worked 
against the central meaning of table fellowship, or “the friend-making char- 
acter of the table.”'*° 
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Thus both the social custom and the corresponding moral critique had 
become virtual commonplaces leading to their development as literary 
motifs. For example, the fact that Timon refers to “rich” and “meaner folk” to 
define those who are separated by ranking at the meal, when, in fact, wealth 
had not been an explicit category for designating ranking (other categories 
could be used), suggests that the terms have taken on a catchall symbolic 
meaning. They refer in a general sense to the variety of ways in which social 
distinctions could be drawn in such a setting in the ancient world. The terms, 
then, refer to a literary motif whereby the banquet is again seen as a symbol 
of luxury and wealth, and as promoting a distinction between “rich” and 
“poor,” but in this case the emphasis is not on the distinction between the 
diners and the outside world but rather on the distinctions among the diners 
themselves. Furthermore, the arguments that are presented in regard to this 
phenomenon draw upon traditional motifs and categories. 

It is this collection of traditional motifs and categories that appears to be 
related to Luke's extensive use of the table fellowship theme to develop his 
argument as a whole. That is, a central theme of Luke’s theology is that sal- 
vation has come to the “poor,” a term that he uses as a symbol for social out- 
casts in general.'5! A primary means whereby Luke presents this theme is by 
means of the image of table fellowship, for it is characteristic of Jesus’ min- 
istry that “he eats with tax collectors and sinners” (5:27-32; 7:34; 15:2), a 
category of outcasts with which the “poor” came to be associated as well. 

To be sure, the critique that Jesus “eats with tax collectors and sinners” is 
given prominence in the tradition Luke inherits. The meal at Levi’s house 
derives from Mark (2:13-17). Indeed, there is even a connection with the 
Greek philosophical tradition of friendship at table present in Q, for it is 
Jesus’ table fellowship with them that allows him to be called a “friend [phi- 
los] of tax collectors and sinners” (Luke 7:34; Matt 11:19). 

But Luke expands on this theme far beyond its significance in the tradi- 
tion. For in Luke Jesus’ entire ministry is characterized as one to the poor, the 
captives, the blind, the oppressed (Luke 4:18-19; see also 6:20-26; 7:22; 
14:15-24; and so forth). This formula recurs often in Luke, and, although it 
can be expressed in a variety of ways, the idea is always the same: Jesus’ min- 
istry is to society's outcasts. As Luke develops this theme in his Gospel, the 
imagery of the meal serves as one major means for conveying it." 

Thus the meal at Levi's house with tax collectors and sinners is interpreted 
by Jesus saying, “I have come to call not the righteous but sinners to repen- 
tance” (Luke 5:32). A few chapters later, when Jesus is at table in the house 
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of a “righteous one” (that is, the house of Simon the Pharisee), it is a woman 
who is a “sinner” who extends the proper amenities of the table to him and 
who receives in return true fellowship with him (that is, forgiveness). 

The same themes are recalled in the story of Zacchaeus (Luke 19:1-9). 
Zacchaeus is a tax collector who is also rich (v. 2). When Jesus consents to be 
a guest in his home (vv. 5-7), the scene is intended to be reminiscent of the 
meal at Levi's house (5:27-32). Thus the detractors note that Zacchaeus is a 
“sinner” (v. 7), and the story concludes with a parallel saying of Jesus (v. 10; 
cp. 5:32). This story adds a new element, however, in that Zacchaeus is also 
rich. But unlike the wealthy who are ostentatious at table, he is redeemed by 
his almsgiving (v. 8). 

The symbolic references to outcasts are expanded to include not only the 
poor, but also the blind, lame, lepers, deaf, and so forth (see, e.g., 7:22). 
Thus, in the parable of the great banquet, those who finally attend are iden- 
tified with terminology that is highly significant in Luke's Gospel; here Jesus’ 
table companions at the messianic banquet are defined as “the poor, the crip- 
pled, the blind, and the lame” (14:21). 

This same symbolism is also utilized in Luke's version of the Sermon on 
the Plain. Notice that it is the poor, the hungry, the mournful, and the 
excluded who are singled out for blessing; the rich, the well-fed, the joyful, 
and the socially accepted are singled out for woes. As in the parable of the 
rich man and Lazarus so also here: roles will be reversed, and those who suf- 
fer now will receive the kingdom, characterized by satisfaction of hunger, joy- 
fulness, and acceptance into fellowship with God; in short, all of the 
blessings of the messianic banquet. 

Furthermore, his followers are to continue that same ministry of Jesus. His 
servanthood, in the sense that he fills the hungry, is to be followed by the 
community of his disciples. Now the symbolism changes, the meal becomes 
symbolic not of Jesus’ ministry but of that of the church as a whole, or, bet- 
ter, it becomes a symbol of the church itself. Notice how this idea is presented 
in the following parable: 


When you give a luncheon or a dinner, do not invite your friends or 
your brothers or your relatives or rich neighbors, in case they may invite 
you in return, and you would be repaid. But when you give a banquet, 
invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind. And you will be 
blessed, because they cannot repay you, for you will be repaid at the res- 
urrection of the righteous. (Luke 14:12-14) 
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Lest the connection be missed, this parable is placed back to back with the 
parable of the great banquet, a parable that clearly refers to Jesus’ ministry 
and invitation to the same outcasts. Thus the church is to follow Jesus’ lead 
by extending its fellowship (or its meal invitation) to society's outcasts just as 
Jesus did (and will do at the end-time).'** 

The same theme can also be illustrated in the parable of the prodigal son 
(Luke 15:11-32). Here the prodigal son serves as a paradigm for the “out- 
cast.” The parable describes his “lost” state by reference to the hunger he 
experiences. His redeemed state is illustrated by the great feast of celebration 
that the father gives upon his return. An additional point of the parable is 
made by means of the episode involving the elder son (15:25-32). He resents 
that the feast is being given for his prodigal brother. He is chastened, how- 
ever, with a plea that he join in the celebration (15:28). The elder brother 
thus serves as a paradigm for the “righteous” who have here been entreated to 
join in the feast celebrating the return of the “sinner.” 

The meal imagery contributes a certain richness to this theme. The mes- 
sage is not one of simple evangelism, of basic acknowledgment of the exis- 
tence of outcasts, nor is it a message that one is only to feed and clothe the 
needy (although this idea is included in the overall theme in Luke). Rather, 
the table fellowship imagery forces upon the theme a stronger meaning. For 
it is fellowship of the most intimate kind that is envisioned here. The rich- 
ness of the meal imagery in popular culture and literature, whereby sharing a 
meal meant sharing a relationship of a special kind, is here applied to a defi- 
nition of the Christian community. In essence, the church is being chal- 
lenged to take on itself the same scandal Jesus took on himself: “He eats with 
tax collectors and sinners.” 

In conclusion, the table fellowship theme is clearly a prominent literary 
motif for Luke. Some of the references and symbols are derived from the tra- 
dition he inherits, but Luke has significantly expanded on the theme. In his 
usage he appears to refer to a common pool of ideas and motifs from popu- 
lar literature. His references are often rather subtle, but he expects 
Theophilus and his peers to catch them because their ears are attuned to the 
literature of the day and thus to the literary usage of meal symbolism. 

The heritage that Luke draws on is a rich one, both from the side of Chris- 
tian tradition and from that of popular literature. His use of these varied tra- 
ditions is also rich, imaginative, and sometimes quite complex. Indeed, he 
appears to prefer complex rather than simple images, multiple rather than 
single meanings. Thus sometimes Jesus is presented as host of the meal, 
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sometimes as guest, sometimes as servant. Sometimes he dines with the 
"righteous" (Pharisees), sometimes with “sinners,” sometimes with the 
“crowd” (Luke 9:16). Similarly, sometimes the reader is to see himself or her- 
self as guest (e.g, 5:27-32), sometimes as host (e.g., 14:12-14), sometimes as 
servant (e.g., 12:42-46; 22:24-27). Yet the meal imagery is so pervasive that 
it appears to make a significant contribution not only to the literary organi- 
zation of Luke's Gospel but also to its central theological themes. 





MEAL AND IRONY IN MATTHEW AND JOHN 


The use of the literary motif of the banquet continues in Matthew and John, 
following the same lines as developed first in Mark. In both cases, Jesus is 
portrayed as the hero at table and the table is made to symbolize the king- 
dom. In addition, each author develops this theme individually and inte- 
grates it into his own literary and theological program. 

Matthew incorporates Mark’s meal imagery into his Gospel and expands 
and adapts it.’ He enlarges on the theme of Jesus as King and its ironic 
development in the story of Jesus. Consequently, like Mark, Matthew envi- 
sions the banquet of Jesus as the banquet of a king. But a central image for 
Matthew's development of this idea is exemplified by his version of the great 
banquet parable. This parable provides a window into Matthew's special use 
of meal imagery and incorporation of this imagery into his plot. 


Once more Jesus spoke to them in parables, saying: “The kingdom of 
heaven may be compared to a king who gave a wedding banquet for his 
son. He sent his slaves to call those who had been invited to the wedding 
banquet, but they would not come. Again he sent other slaves, saying, 
“Tell those who have been invited: Look, I have prepared my dinner, my 
oxen and my fat calves have been slaughtered, and everything is ready; 
come to the wedding banquet.’ But they made light of it and went away, 
‘one to his farm, another to his business, while the rest seized his slaves, 
mistreated them, and killed them. The king was enraged. He sent his 
troops, destroyed those murderers, and burned their city. Then he said 
to his slaves, "The wedding is ready, but those invited were not worthy. 
Go therefore into the main streets, and invite everyone you find to the 
wedding banquet.’ Those slaves went out into the streets and gathered 
all whom they found, both good and bad; so the wedding hall was filled 
with guests. But when the king came in to see the guests, he noticed a 
man there who was not wearing a wedding robe, and he said to him, 
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"Friend, how did you get in here without a wedding robe?” And he was 
speechless. Then the king said to the attendants, "Bind him hand and 

foot, and throw him into the outer darkness, where there will be weep- 

ing and gnashing of teeth.’ For many are called, but few are chosen.” 
(Matt 22:1-14) 


This parable derives from Q and is found in a less elaborated form in Luke 
14 and in Thomas. It is Matthew who has made it into a wedding banquet, 
made the host a king, and introduced the episode of the guest without a wed- 
ding robe. Like Luke, Matthew interprets this parable as a reference to the 
theme of the messianic banquet. Luke makes the connection in his introduc- 
tion (Luke 14:15); Matthew does it more subtly by simply changing it to a 
wedding banquet, a frequent theme of messianic banquet imagery. Utilizing 
the wedding banquet imagery also allows him to make a connection with 
other sayings that refer to Jesus as the bridegroom (9:15; 25:1ff.) and with 
the parable of the foolish bridesmaids (25:1-13). 

The messianic banquet as depicted here speaks of the gathering of “good 
and bad" to the table. This correlates with Matthew's emphasis on the apoc- 
alyptic gathering of the nations, namely, Gentiles, to the table (8:11-12, in 
the context of the healing of the centurion's servant; 12:15-21), an event that 
lies in the immediate future for this community (28:19). 

Consequently, the theme of Jesus at table functions in an ironic mode in 
Matthew, just as it does in the rest of the Gospels. “Jesus is the royal Son of 
God in whom God's end-time Rule is a present, albeit hidden, reality," as 
Jack Dean Kingsbury notes.'‘® Furthermore, the banquet in Matthew repre- 
sents the drawing of boundaries between the community and its opponents. 
This is embedded in the plot Matthew adopts from Mark and is further elab- 
orated in his expansions to that plot. 

In John, a special emphasis is placed on the food Jesus offers. It is miracu- 
lous wine (2:1-11), living water/water of life (4:10-14), bread from heaven 
(6:31ff.), bread of life (6:35, 48), flesh and blood (6:53-54), and miraculous 
fish (21:1-14). In short, it is numinous food, the food of the gods. Yet the 
world is not ready for it. Thus Jesus responds, “my time has not come,” when 
asked to provide for the wedding banquet (2:4) or attend the festival (7:8). In 
these contexts, it means that the time of the heavenly banquet, the banquet 
of Jesus, is not yet here because the world is not yet ready. Indeed, Jesus goes 
away to prepare a place for the banquet (14:2-4). Meanwhile, the disciples 
are to "feed the sheep" (21:15-17; see also 6:1-14). 
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John, of course, has a last supper, but it is very different from the Last 
Supper in the synoptics (see 13:1—17:26). There are no references to words 
of Jesus over bread and wine, and it is not a Passover meal. Yet it is a meal that 
refers symbolically to the death of Jesus and includes a command that the 
disciples do as he has done (13:14-15). The meal utilizes a motif from ban- 
quet tradition for its symbolic reference. The motif is the washing of the feet 
of the guests by a servant before the meal is to begin. Here Jesus moves from 
his position as a table participant, puts aside his clothing, and takes on the 
dress and role of the servant who washes the feet (13:4-12).'% It is a power- 
ful symbol for the servant image of Jesus, a symbol first used to interpret the 
death of Jesus in Mark (10:45), then placed in a table-talk scene at the Last 
Supper by Luke (22:24-27), and now elaborated further by John.'* It carries 
a dual symbolism in John, as an interpretation of the death of Jesus (13:6-9) 
and as a model of servanthood for the disciples to follow (13:12-16).'°# 

Although John does not have a traditional Last Supper scene, he does have 
words of Jesus over bread and wine. This is the enigmatic text at 6:53-54: 
“Very truly, I tell you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink 
his blood, you have no life in you. Those who eat my flesh and drink my 
blood have eternal life, and I will raise them up on the last day.” This text is 
embedded in the lengthy and highly significant bread of life discourse that 
begins with the multiplication of the loaves (6:1-14), where Jesus blesses the 
bread and distributes it in a manner reminiscent of the synoptic Last Supper 
ritual (6:11).!°° The discourse concludes with the saying at 6:53-54 and its 
aftermath. 

Clearly, the bread of life discourse plays a major role in the plot and the- 
ology of John.' And, of course, it is imbued with meal symbolism, primar- 
ily from the messianic banquet tradition. The text at 6:51b-57 represents a 
change in focus in the discourse, in which the bread of life becomes no longer 
a christological symbol for Jesus, following the pattern for all of the “I am” 
sayings. At v. 51b, the bread becomes the “flesh” of Jesus that one is to eat, 
and the “blood” of Jesus is added at v. 53 as the drink at this morbid meal. 

This change of symbolic reference has resulted in the proposal that vv. 
51b-57 were added later and represent an imposition of a “sacramental” tra- 
dition to the text of John.'*! These verses do seem clearly to have been added 
at a later point. The interesting question to raise, however, is what meaning 
the text now has with this addition. 

Instead of a sacramental interpretation, I would suggest a contextual 
interpretation. The theme of eating the flesh of Jesus, which is introduced at 
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v. 51b, leads to a heightened level of tension in the plot. “The Jews" then 
question, “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?” (6:52). To this, Jesus 
responds that only those who eat his flesh and drink his blood can “have life” 
(6:53). The troublesome text (v. 51bff.) represents a line drawn in the sand, 
a boundary marker. The climax comes when “many of his disciples” say, 
“This teaching is difficult; who can accept it?” (6:60). The result is that 
“because of this many of his disciples turned back and no long went about 
with him” (6:66). But at this point in John’s narrative, Peter steps forward 
with John’s version of Peter's great confession. To the question of Jesus, "Do 
you also wish to go away?” Peter responds, “Lord, to whom can we go? You 
have the words of eternal life” (6:67-69). 

Consequently, I see the meal of “flesh and blood” as a secondary-level 
elaboration on the theme of symbolic food that is so central to John. During 
the development of the text of John, when this elaboration of the bread of life 
discourse took shape (namely, the addition of 6:51bff.), the symbolic empha- 
sis was still operative but developed in a new form. It was produced in the 
context of the increasing tension of the community with the Jewish world 
out of which it had come.'® The reference to “eating flesh and drinking 
blood” represents in the story the radical boundary now drawn between the 
Johannine community and its neighboring synagogue community, here envi- 
sioned as two different meal communities. Clearly, from the point of view of 
the Johannine community, now no longer a synagogue community but 
rather a meal community, it is the meal that constitutes a new boundary 
marker between the two communities, effectively supplementing, if not 
replacing, the synagogue as the boundary marker. 


CONCLUSION 


At the beginning of this chapter, I sketched out an outline of the layers of tra- 
dition to be found in the Gospels. In that sketch, I started with the earliest 
layer and worked forward. Now that we have reached the conclusion of the 
study, I will start at the latest layer, the Gospels, and work backward. 

As we have seen, the Gospel narratives make a rich use of the literary motif 
of the banquet in telling their stories of Jesus. He is idealized along the model 
of the hero at table, much like other heroes in ancient literature. Wherever he 
dines, the table takes on the aura of a festive meal, a common category for rit- 
ual meals in the culture, and defined here in terms of the messianic banquet. 
His table is one in which the normal categories of social stratification are 
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being critiqued and the category of social equality is being enhanced, much 
as we find in popular literature of the day. It is a table where social boundaries 
are drawn and a new community is in process of formation. Indeed, the table 
of Jesus becomes a primary symbol for the kingdom itself. 

But the table of Jesus as sketched in the Gospels is a literary phenomenon. 
And the Gospel writers all recognize it as such and develop this theme to fit 
their own theological agendas. Indeed, as we have seen exemplified in our 
studies of Mark and Luke, the Gospel writers extend the banquet motif far 
beyond references to specific meals of Jesus. Rather, they extend their use of 
the motif to the extent that it becomes woven into the very fabric of the plot 
of each Gospel narrative. The Gospel writers are all accomplished story- 
tellers, and the banquet is a stock motif for storytelling. 

Given the extent to which the meal stories and traditions in the Gospels 
are literary in nature, and the extent to which these traditions participate in 
the general program of the Gospels to present an idealized portrait of Jesus, 
the question of history behind these stories becomes more acute. As is well 
recognized in Gospel research today, there are at least two levels to the ques- 
tion of history in the Gospels. On one level is the history of the community 
out of which or for which the Gospel narrative is presented. On another level 
is the history the stories purport to tell, namely, the story of Jesus. 

What do the meal stories and traditions tell us about the Gospel commu- 
nities? Did they practice meals using these stories as their models? Or, to put 
it in more specific terms, did they practice a "Lord's Supper” using the Last 
Supper narrative as a model, much as the Pauline communities seem to have 
done? The problem with the latter question is that the Gospel traditions, save 
for a disputed section of Luke and a reference in John to another type of 
meal, do not contain the command to repeat the meal. Consequently, the 
Last Supper as narrated in the Gospels functions simply as another Jesus 
story, without clear indication that it was a model for a ritual activity in the 
life of the community any more than any other Jesus story was. 

But there is another way to approach this issue. Based on my analysis of 
community formation in the Greco-Roman world as presented throughout 
this study, I would suggest that it was highly likely that the Gospel commu- 
nities did celebrate meals together and that those meals were significant 
moments for the formation of community identity. Therefore, a more fruit- 
ful way to define the ritual life of the Gospel communities would be to take 
into account the entirety of the meal theology in each of the Gospels. This is 
not to say that one should read the Gospel narrative as an exact model for the 
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Gospel community. Rather, it is to say that the foundation story for cach 
Gospel community, namely, the story told in its Gospel narrative, would 
have functioned to provide an idealized model for the life of the community 
as it should be. And since they can be assumed to have gathered for meals, 
those meals would have been to some extent reflective of the idealized model 
for meals presented in the story. 

The Jesus tradition inherited by the Gospel writers already exhibited a 
sophisticated use of traditional meal narrative motifs. That is to say, as stories 
of Jesus were told at the oral level, common storytelling motifs from the cul- 
ture were utilized. We identified at least one type of storytelling motif when 
we isolated the Cynic chreia form as the basic form lying behind meal stories 
and meal sayings in the Jesus tradition. These observations should not come 
as a surprise. Stories of Jesus were told in order to idealize Jesus. Such stories 
would utilize the storytelling models of the day; one such model was the ide- 
alization of the hero at table. Our conclusion is that the Jesus meal stories 
and traditions, therefore, most likely originated as traditional motifs to char- 
acterize Jesus. 

It is the Jesus that is so characterized who becomes a candidate for histor- 
ical possibility. That is to say, it is not the picture of Jesus at table that can be 
defined as historical; that picture is derived from a storytelling motif. But it 
is the picture of Jesus that is characterized by such a story that qualifies for 
historical query. Thus the picture of Jesus at table with tax collectors and sin- 
ners may be evidence for a historical Jesus who preferred the company of 
individuals who were of a questionable social identity for a person like Jesus 
(a category that also needs defining) to associate with. So also the saying that 
Jesus was a “glutton and a drunkard” in contrast to John the Baptist may be 
evidence for a historical Jesus who preferred the urban world with all of its 
questionable associations. 

There is more to this data than the historical Jesus question, however. 
What I have attempted to show here is the richness of the literary motif of 
the banquet to be found at all levels of the Jesus tradition. This is the point I 
have emphasized in this chapter, as supported by the mass of data collected 
in the previous chapters. It is this data that should be taken into account in 
all future discussions of the table fellowship motif in the Gospel narratives 
and Gospel traditions. 





CHAPTER 9 


THE BANQUET AND 
CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY 


Why did early Christians meet at a meal? Various theories have been proposed 
by historians of early Christianity to explain this phenomenon. This study 
proposes a simple answer. Early Christians met at a meal because that is what 
groups in the ancient world did. Christians were simply following a pattern 
found throughout their world. 

What kind of meal did the early Christians celebrate? Once more a variety 
of proposals have come forth from historians. Once more this study proposes 
a simple answer. Early Christians celebrated a meal based on the banquet 
model found commonly in their world. 

No further explanation for the origin of early Christian meals is needed. 
In particular, theories that propose a single origin in the teachings and/or 
practices of Jesus are especially to be ruled out, as are explanations that locate 
the background of the Christian meal either in a particular Jewish tradition, 
such as the Passover meal, or in a particular Greco-Roman tradition, such as 
the mystery cult meal. Rather, this study has shown that all of these presum- 
ably distinct meal types derive from the same banquet tradition. 

The Greco-Roman banquet tradition contributed more to early Chris- 
tianity, however, than simply the form of the meal. The banquet was a social 
institution of the first order and as such was a carrier of a social code, the ide- 
ology of the banquet. Earliest Christian theology developed out of the mod- 
els for religious thinking of its day, and one such model was the ideology of 
the banquet. Banquet ideology provided a model for creating community, 
defining behavior within the community, sharing values, and connecting 
with the divine. It was also embedded in a social practice and so provided a 
means for the ideology to be confirmed through a shared experience. Since 
early Christian groups first created and experienced community by means of 
table fellowship, banquet ideology is also the foundation for the development 
of early Christian liturgy. 
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A third component of the banquet tradition, besides the form of the meal 
and the ideology of the meal, is the literary form within which both form 
and ideology were communicated. Literary descriptions of banquets, which 
purported to describe the meal as practiced, were actually idealizations 
based on literary models. As such, they defined the ideal form of the “proper 
meal” as understood by the culture. Consequently, the literary descriptions 
could also become prescriptive and provide a model for how a meal should 
be practiced, especially by setting the meal within a larger context of an ide- 
alized meal tradition. 

Literary descriptions are rich with data about meal ideology and cultural 
values. But they do not provide an exact description of how meals were prac- 
ticed. Rather, they provide descriptions according to literary prototypes. We 
must extrapolate from these descriptions in order to get at the actual practice 
of meals. This is the distinction I have loosely defined as the “narrative 
world” versus the “real world.” This perspective provides an important qual- 
ification for historical reconstruction of meal practice and a more appropri- 
ate means to assess the real value of literary descriptions as sources of 
information about meal ideology. 

The foundation resource for banquet tradition is the symposium. To be 
sure, the symposium as a social institution had a distinctive function partic- 
ular to Greek culture. But one can also trace the influence of the symposium 
tradition as the prototype for the banquet throughout the Greco-Roman 
world. Plato's Symposium alone was of enormous influence as a model for the 
form and ideology of the banquet as well as for the literary form in which a 
banquet was to be described. 

Symposium literature as a genre began with Plato and Xenophon and con- 
tinued throughout the Roman period. It provided a model for describing a 
meal, as noted by Plutarch. The model had a narrative component, in which 
the meal was described using stock figures such as the uninvited guest, the 
late-arriving guest, and the drunkard, and stock plot structures, such as the 
discourse couched in a competitive framework. These narrative components 
show up in later literary works of various kinds, some of which simply con- 
tinue the genre, as is found in Plutarch and Lucian, and some of which 
respond to the components of the genre without fully adopting the genre 
itself, as is found in Philos description of the Therapeutae or in the earliest 
written form of the Passover haggadah or in the organization of the discus- 
sion in 1 Corinthians 11-14. Echoes of the genre also occur in motifs derived 
from what I would call popular storytelling tradition. For example, the motif 
of the late-arriving guest, which was part of the symposia of Plato and 
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Xenophon, was utilized in a variety of forms in the popular meal tradition 
and came to be included as well in the Jesus tradition (Luke 14:8-11). 

In addition to the narrative component of the symposium genre, there 
was also a discourse component. This tradition is traced especially to Plato's 
archetype, in which the decision was made to dismiss the flute girl and spend 
the evening in philosophical discourse. Following Plato's lead, philosophical 
discourse became a substitute form of banquet entertainment. It is important 
to note, however, that the setting is still the banquet. Consequently, the dis- 
course at table was expected to follow patterns that fit the ambience of the 
occasion, such as a shared conversation and a topic appropriate to a table dis- 
cussion. Among those topics were the features of the meal itself. Thus it was 
here where the form and values of the meal were discussed according to 
philosophical categories. Plutarch especially devotes many of his table-talk 
discourses in Quaestiones convivales to meal customs and etiquette. 

The symposium genre called for such philosophical discussion to take place 
in discourse form. The philosophical discourse on meal etiquette was influen- 
tial beyond the genre, however. The values connected with the meal as defined 
in the philosophical tradition provided a standard for discussions of meal eti- 
quette in a variety of other forms and genres, ranging from the statutes of 
clubs and associations to the rules for Christian worship outlined by Paul in 1 
Corinthians 14, What especially connects this data with the symposium tra- 
dition is the way in which the rules for banquet behavior are based in ethical 
principles that are parallel to those of the philosophical tradition. 

The symposium literary tradition also provided an important elaboration 
on the symposium as a part of the form of the meal. Technically, the sym- 
posium was the second course of the meal, the deipnon being the first 
course. According to the cultural definition of the meal, the symposium was 
the time in which extended drinking of wine and the entertainment of the 
evening took place. Traditional entertainment was provided by a flute girl, 
party games, such as kortabos, dramatic presentations, or even more prurient 
activities. But the philosophical symposium, as described in the symposium 
literary tradition, centered its banquet entertainment on enlightened philo- 
sophical discourse. From this tradition, there developed variations in a 
number of contexts, especially in the Jewish and Christian traditions, in 
which discourse on the law or the biblical tradition was designated as the 
appropriate topic for table fellowship gatherings. 

Here is located the foundation for early Christian worship. It is almost a 
matter of connecting the dots. Early Christians met in homes, hosted by 
those who served as patrons of the Christian community. The dining room is 
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the one area in the ancient house where one offered hospitality to one's 
guests; that is to say, hospitality took place at table. When we then look at the 
data in the Pauline letters, particularly in 1 Corinthians, we find that when 
the church gathered together for worship, they also came together to eat. It 
fits the cultural pattern. And when we find Paul describing worship in 1 
Corinthians 14 using motifs from symposium discourse tradition, we know 
we are dealing with the common banquet tradition. Consequently, early 
Christians worshipped at table, and when they did so, they utilized the 
already existing patterns for the form and ideology of the meal. 

The form of the meal prescribed that the guests of status would recline 
and would be given positions appropriate to their status. Such a meal 
required servants to provide the amenities of the table. There must be a spec- 
ified number of formal courses of the meal (deipnon and symposium) with 
special prayers before each course. These are among the expectations for any 
banquet that any host in the Greco-Roman world would be expected to pro- 
vide. This form came with its supportive banquet ideology. As early Chris- 
tians developed their distinct form of community identity, they simply 
adapted the common banquet tradition to fit their purposes. The adoption 
and adaptation of banquet ideology was a significant factor in the develop- 
ment of early Christian theology. 

For example, the banquet provided the ideology for social boundaries. For 
clubs and associations, and similar groups such as the Essenes at Qumran, 
the boundaries of the community were defined by membership at the table. 
To be expelled from the table was to be expelled from the community. Such 
groups often had membership rolls and dues to indicate membership bound- 
aries. The Essenes had even stricter boundary markers, including purificatory 
rites before entrance into the “pure meal.” But the experience of community 
formation and solidarity was when the community was gathered at table. 
The New Testament texts are imbued with references to the boundary- 
making function of the table, from Paul's discussions of the distinctions 
between “the table of the Lord” and “the table of demons” to the elaborate 
development of the literary motif of the boundary of the table in the Gospels. 

To share bread and wine together at a formal banquet was considered a 
powerful form of social bonding. Plutarch spoke in the highest terms of the 
bonds created by the shared wine bowl. His words are echoed by Paul, who 
spoke of the sharing of bread and wine as the act that created the one “body,” 
that is to say, it was a community-creating ritual. The power of the ritual was 
not contained in the essence of the bread or wine, but in the context of the 
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meal and the accompanying ritual by which it was shared. Indeed, it was in 
the context of the meal that the earliest Christians experienced the bonding 
event that made them into a fictive family, in which they could call one 
another brothers and sisters and think of themselves as part of the family of 
God. In this sense the meal became the means for community formation, or, 
to put it differently, the theology of community came to be intertwined with 
and brought to experience by the ritual. 

The meal provided a resource for elaboration on social stratification versus 
social equality. It is often argued that earliest Christianity was especially 
marked by its creation of a community of equals and that this was part of its 
attraction. But where did such an idea come from and how could it be envi- 
sioned and acted out? I would contend that banquet tradition already pro- 
vided a model for such a discourse and early Christians simply made use of 
that model. Certainly the meal was built around the social stratification of 
the day, whereby each individual was assigned a position according to rank. 
The earliest Christian groups also had their hierarchical rankings, with apos- 
tles and prophets highly ranked, of course, but also such individuals as the 
patron, or host, receiving a high rank as well. 

On the other hand, there was an inherent pull toward equality at the ban- 
quet dating from at least the time of Homer, and this was remarked on in 
great detail in philosophical discourse as well as in popular morality, as evi- 
denced in satire. The meal was an occasion when the outside world was to be 
set aside and a new community of equals to be established. Indeed, signifi- 
cant components of meal ideology, most especially the etiquette or social 
obligation at the meal, required that equality be present. Without the aura of 
equality, it could not be a proper meal. Thus there was a constant debate 
between the two opposite values of social stratification and social equality. 
Early Christian groups joined this debate and utilized the resources from 
banquet ideology to develop their own discourse on these themes. 

Ethics in early Christianity was largely social ethics, and social ethics dis- 
course was founded primarily on banquet ideology. The philosophical dis- 
course on behavior at the meal, based in such ethical principles as friendship 
and pleasure, was quite complex and influential across a wide spectrum of the 
ancient world. In essence, one was to conduct oneself in such a way as to think 
of the other first and put the good of the community first. The principles for 
such behavior were based on the idealized proper meal. Since the meal was an 
occasion in which community was the focus, behavior was defined according 
to that which enhanced the community as a whole. Categories such as 
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friendship and pleasure, both basic components of the proper banquet, were 
invoked as the basis for appropriate behavior. The ideology of social obliga- 
tion at the banquet became the foundation for all banquet rules of order, 
from clubs and associations to Ben Sira to Paul. It was a prime component of 
social ethics discourse per se, since it was a primary and singular context in 
which the principal ethical category, friendship, functioned. Paul's ethical 
discourse was also primarily about social ethics, and his theology of commu- 
nity followed the logic of the friendship discourse in philosophical ethics. 
Paul did not use the category of friendship, however; instead he developed 
his own categories, namely, “edification” or “building up” of the other, the 
“common good" of the community, and especially agapé or altruistic love. 
But the emphasis on putting the other first and the community first, and the 
description of the kind of behavior that would do this, paralleled closely the 
philosophical discussion of meal ethics. 

Another basic “value” connected with the banquet is what I have called 
festive joy, a translation of the term euphrosyné. It reminds us that a meal was 
always a festive occasion. As a value connected with the meal, it defined 
behavior as well. That is to say, one should conduct oneself in such a way as 
to enhance the festive joy of the community as a whole. This category shows 
up especially in meals connected with religious festivals and is viewed there 
as a prime religious value, as a gift of the god. It is paralleled in the ancient 
biblical definition of the festival meal in which one was commanded to 
“rejoice before the Lord” (e.g., Deut 16:11-14). It can be seen as a parallel 
term to “pleasure” in philosophical discourse. 

The category of festive joy is also represented in the Jewish and Christian 
tradition by the messianic banquet tradition. In this tradition the joys of the 
end-time are symbolized as a great and bountiful banquet. The central mean- 
ing of the symbol is that it is a time of festive joy, when the entire commu- 
nity of God gathers not in a temple, synagogue, or church, for example, but 
in a great banqueting hall and celebrates a great festive party with tables that 
overflow with food and wine. It is a symbol that lies behind each of the meal 
stories in the Jesus tradition. It provides the ideology of the numinous for 
early Christian meals, for it is when the community forms itself in anticipa- 
tion of the messianic banquet that it experiences the presence of the divine. 

The symposium tradition provided a means to idealize a hero, as Socrates 
was idealized in Plato's Symposium. So also in the Gospels, Jesus was idealized 
as the hero at table. Wherever Jesus dined, the messianic banquet lay some- 
where in the background. One of the more interesting meals of Jesus is the 
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wedding feast at Cana, found only in John's Gospel. Here the components of 
the meal are all present, including the wine, which is essential for the festivi- 
ties. What is remarkable about the story, which occupies a prime position in 
John as the “first sign” or miracle of Jesus, is what the miracle consists of. 
What Jesus does by changing water into wine is, in effect, to guarantee that 
the festivities will continue, and for a long time too, considering how much 
wine is provided. The value being reinforced here is the festive nature of the 
messianic banquet. 

The classic story defining the table of Jesus is the Markan story of the meal 
at Levi’s house. Jesus takes on the aura of host; he is the one who “invites” or 
“calls,” and his “invitation” is to a meal on a different plane, namely, the mes- 
sianic banquet. The controversy is over the boundaries of the table, and Jesus, 
true to the values of the messianic age, has opened the doors to everyone. The 
guests all recline, befitting a festive meal, and Jesus and the outcasts are found 
to be reclining together, indicating the equality at work at the meal of Jesus. 
It is the richness of the banquet tradition that makes this story work. 

The picture of the earliest Christian communities that emerges from this 
study, then, is of communities that were formed sociologically and theologi- 
cally by the table ritual and banquet ideology. This was simply the way 
groups formed in the Greco-Roman world. But over the generations, Chris- 
tianity began to take on new forms and develop new supportive theologies. 

When the form of the meal changed, that is, when it moved from house 
to meeting hall to basilica, then worship was no longer at table, and liturgy 
moved from symposium discussion to church order. The community that 
began its existence in private homes around a banquet table evolved into a 
church that met in a meeting hall before an altar. 

Early on, however, there are signs that this process had already begun. The 
form of meal known as the agapé or “love feast” seems to have developed 
along with, or perhaps more appropriately, alongside, the Eucharist. It is 
unclear when the two became separate strands of tradition. In the time of 
Paul, as we have seen, the Lord’s Supper is one and the same with the com- 
munal meal. In Jude 12, however, and in Ignatius (e.g., Rom. 7:3 and Smyrn. 
8:2) the agapé is already being mentioned, so that by the end of the first cen- 
tury C.E. we know that there was such a meal, though it is still unclear in 
what way it was related to the still developing forms of the Eucharist. The 
Eucharist, meanwhile, developed into a stylized symbolic meal governed by 
church order traditions that specified the prayers and the appropriate order 
and hierarchical leadership. 
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Michael White points to the turn of the third century as a time of transi- 
tion in this development.” He cites as evidence the Apostolic Tradition of Hip- 
polytus of Rome (217-235), which refers to two meals, a morning meal at 
worship, which by then is a stylized Eucharist, and an evening communal 
meal, still designated as “Lord’s Supper” but lacking the sacral overtones of 
the morning meal. In the same period, Clement of Alexandria refers to the 
separation of the Eucharist from the communal meal or agap2.? So at least by 
this time, the Eucharist and agapé had become separate meals, and the 
Eucharist had clearly lost its relationship to the communal meal tradition. 
What is unclear is to what extent the Eucharist was developing a new form 
even earlier. 

White goes on to connect the literary data exemplified by Hippolytus and 
Clement with the archaeological data, particularly the evidence from Dura 
Europos.3 Here is found our earliest and best-preserved example of a house 
church, and it documents the transition from house church to what White 
identifies as a “hall of assembly.” It is unclear whether the Christian commu- 
nity of Dura Europos met in the building when it was still in the form of a 
private house. But in ca. 242 c.r. the building was renovated by taking out 
the wall between the dining room and the room next to it in order to create 
a larger room designed for assembly purposes. In the process the building lost 
its dining room. White concludes that “the separation of the eucharist from 
the agape meal [the communal meal] coincided with a fundamental shift in 
the physical locus and social pattern of Christian assembly when renovation 
of church edifices began to develop into halls of assembly.”* In other words, 
the change from house church to assembly hall coincided with the relocation 
of worship from dining room to assembly hall. And this coincided with the 
change of the meal from a communal supper to “a stylized and ritualized 
meal” no longer resembling a real meal or banquet but now “reduced to 
schematic and symbolic elements.” As White notes, this change in physical 
space also introduced a change in “social pattern.” With a change in social 
pattern came a change in social code. 

Church historians today have come to recognize the need to rethink the 
origins of the Eucharist.° Previously it had been widely assumed in scholar- 
ship that a straight line could be drawn from the earliest Christian meals, 
perhaps even the last meal of Jesus, to the fourth-century Eucharist. This 
assumption must now be rethought. We can no longer draw such a line. The 
earliest evidence testifies to significant local variations in early Christian com- 
munal meal practices. In addition, the change from communal meal to the 
fourth-century form of the Eucharist is too severe. 
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It is the severity of that change that must especially be confronted. On the 
one hand, we are now challenged to reimagine the course of development of 
the Eucharist. We must give full recognition to the fact that in that develop- 
ment the essence of the liturgical event changed in form, focus, and theology. 
This new understanding of Eucharistic origins should produce a greater 
awareness and appreciation of its historical foundations, theological ground- 
ing, and social code. 

On the other hand, the thesis of this study, that earliest Christian meals 
developed out of the model of the Greco-Roman banquet, can provide a surer 
basis for historical reconstruction of Christian origins. This will allow a greater 
appreciation for the diversity of early Christian social formation and theolog- 
ical elaboration. Furthermore, if we take full account of the richness of the 
earliest Christian meal tradition, we can find in it models for renewal of Chris- 
tian theology and liturgy today toward a greater focus on community. 

The primary change from symposium to Eucharist is the evolution of the 
ritual from the dining table to the altar and from the social world of the ban- 
quet to that of church order. This change began to take place rather quickly, 
as documented in early Christian literature and supported by archaeological 
evidence. It represented a transition from the social code of the banquet to 
another social code. The banquet tradition was carried on somewhat longer 
in the form of the agapé, or fellowship meal. This ritual meal coexisted with 
the Eucharist for some time and tended to carry the traditions of the banquet. 
The Eucharist, on the other hand, soon lost its connection with banquet tra- 
ditions. New Testament texts still maintain that connection, however, and 
provide a means for the church ever and again to reexamine its origins and 
renew its theology by recapturing and reconfiguring its own traditions. 
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NOTES 


1. THE BANQUET AS SOCIAL INSTITUTION 


1. A similar thesis has now been advanced by Matthias Klinghardt, Gemeind- 
schafismahl und Mahlgemeindschaft: Soziologie und Liturgie mare Mablfeiern 
(Texte und Arbeiten zum neutestamentlichen Zeitalter 13; Tübingen: Francke Ver- 
lag, 1996). His study parallels mine in many respects and independently confirms 
the principal thesis here advanced, that the Greco-Roman banquet was a single social 
institution found throughout the Greco-Roman world and was adapted for use in 
different contexts. 

2. Sce, e.g., Hans-Josef Klauck, Herrenmahl und hellenistischer Kult: Eine religions- 
geschichtliche Untersuchung zum ersten Korintherbrief (Neutestamentliche Abhand- 
lungen, N. F, 15; Münster: Aschendorff, 1982), and Ake V. Ström, “Abendmahl I: 
Das sakrale Mahl in den Religionen der Welt,” TRE 1 (1977): 43-47. 

3. Note that the symposium is certainly a social and literary phenomenon in 





its own right. What I want to emphasize here, however, is the function of the 
symposium tradition as an archetype for the common Greco-Roman banquet 
tradition. 

4. Joachim Jeremias, The Eucharistic Words of Jesus (3rd ed.; New York: Scribner's, 
1966), and Hans Lietzmann, Mass and Lord’ Supper (Leiden: Brill, 1953-55). 

5. Jeremias’s identification of the Last Supper as a Passover meal has been refuted 
on the basis of the NT text by Eduard Schweizer (The Lord's Supper According to the 
New Testament [FBBS 18; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1967]). Furthermore, more 
recent studies of Mark have demonstrated the redactional nature of the Last Supper 
narrative, including such details as the Passover setting; see esp. Vernon Robbins, 
“Last Meal: Preparation, Betrayal, and Absence (Mark 14:12-25),” in The Passion in 
Mark: Studies on Mark 14-16, ed. Werner H. Kelber (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1976), 21-40. Nevertheless, Jeremias's Passover thesis has continued to dominate 
much of the discussion, as seen by such varied studies as I. Howard Marshall, Last 
Supper and Lords Supper (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980), and Gillian Feeley- 
Harnik, The Lord’ Table: Eucharist and Passover in Early Christianity (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1981). 

6. Lietzmann, Mass and Lord's Supper, 172-215. 

7. To simplify my argument, I have referred to Lietzmann's categories as “type 
A” and “type B.” He defines his two types in this way: the first is the liturgy of 
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Hippolytus, which he traces to Paul; the second is the liturgy of Sarapion, which he 
traces to the Didache. The Pauline tradition emphasizes the commemoration of the 
death of Jesus. The Didache tradition, which he also identifies with the early 
Jerusalem tradition, commemorated the table fellowship of Jesus with his disciples 
without reference to his death. See Lietzmann, Mass and Lord’ Supper, 195-208. 
This position has been reformulated in Burton L. Mack's A Myth of Innocence: Mark 
and Christian Origins (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988). 

8. The classic formulation of the thesis of diversity in early Christianity was set 
forth in Walter Bauer's Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity (Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, 1971), and especially promoted in more recent years in the collection 
of essays by James M. Robinson and Helmut Koester, eds., Trajectories through Early 
Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1971). It is now a standard perspective in 
studies on Christian origins and has received special prominence in recent debates on 
Christian origins, as exemplified in Burton L. Mack, Who Wrote the New Testament? 
The Making of the Christian Myth (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1995), and 
idem, The Christian Myth: Origins, Logic, and Legacy (New York: Continuum, 
2001). On diversity in early Christian Lord’s Supper practices, see Dennis E. Smith 
and Hal E. Taussig, Many Tables: The Eucharist in the New Testament and Liturgy 
Today (Philadelphia: Trinity Press International, 1990), 36-69. Recent studies on the 
history of liturgy have now begun to emphasize the diversity found at the earliest lev- 
els in both Christian and Jewish worship traditions; see Paul F. Bradshaw and 
Lawrence A. Hoffman, eds., The Making of Jewish and Christian Worship (Notre 
Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1991); Paul F. Bradshaw, The Search 
for the Origins of Christian Worship: Sources and Methods for the Study of Early Liturgy 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1992); and Andrew McGowan, Ascetic 
Eucharists: Food and Drink in Early Christian Ritual Meals (Oxford Early Christian 
Studies; Oxford: Clarendon, 1999). 

9. The “sacramental” meal became a dominant motif in anthropological studies 
beginning with the classic work of William Robertson Smith (The Religion of the 
Semites: The Fundamental Institutions [3rd ed. repr; New York: KTAV, 1969]) and 
continuing in the works of James George Frazer (The Golden Bough: A Study in 
Magic and Religion, 12 vols. [3rd ed.; New York: Macmillan, 1935]); Jane E. Harri- 
son (Prolegomena to the Study of Greek Religion (3rd ed.; Cleveland: World, 1922] and 
Themis: A Study of the Social Origins of Greek Religion [2nd ed., repr. of 1927 ed.; 
Cleveland: World, 1962]); and, in the study of Greek religion, E. R. Dodds (The 
Greeks and the Irrational (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1951]). It still 
recurs as a basic category for the analysis of ancient sacred meals, although recent 
studies have begun to question its occurrence in Greek religion; see, e.g., J. P. Kane, 
"The Mithraic Cult Meal in its Greek and Roman Environment,” in Mithraic Stud- 
ies, 2 vols., ed. John R. Hinnells (Proceedings of the First International Congress of 
Mithraic Studies; Manchester: Manchester University, 1975), 2.313-51, and Albert 
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Heinrichs, “Human Sacrifice in Greek Religion: Three Case Studies,” in Le sacrifice 
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15. In New Testament studies, Norman Petersen has especially addressed this 
issue in his Rediscovering Paul: Philemon and the Sociology of Pauls Narrative World 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985). 

16. Lucian, Hist. conser., 50. 








298 NOTES 
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1.267-68. 
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at the home of Agathon (Symp. 174A). 

24. Balsdon, Life and Leisure in Ancient Rome, 34. 
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more than nine.” On a preference for a maximum of nine, see also Cic. Art. 13.52; 
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34. Plut. Quaest. conv. 5.5. 

35. Quaest. conv. 678D. See also the argument attributed to Plutarch's grandfa- 
ther Lamprias at Quaest. conv. 678 E-F. 

36. Quaest. conv. 679A-B. 

37. Quaest. conv. 679B-C. 

38. See Dunbabin, “Triclinium and Stibadium,” for a convenient summary of the 
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39. So argued by Birgitta Bergquist, "Sympotic Space: A Functional Aspect of 
Greek Dining-Rooms,” in Sympotica, ed. Murray, 37-65. For the dining arrange- 
ments at the asklepieion at Troizen, see Gabriel Welter, Troizen und Kalaureia (Berlin: 
Gebr. Mann, 1941), 1, 12, 14. For Corinth, see Carl Roebuck, Corinth XIV: The 
Asklepicion and Lerna (Princeton, N.J.: American School of Classical Studies at 
Athens, 1951), plan C. At Troizen there is a “dining hall” with separate dining 
rooms, each forming a dining arrangement for nine to seventeen diners. At Corinth, 
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and the Greek City,” in The Greek City from Homer to Alexander, ed. Oswyn Murray 
and Simon Price (Oxford: Clarendon, 1990), 188. 
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Architecture and the Use of Space, ed. Susan Kent (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
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187). The only part of the house that was so fixed by design was the andron, or din- 
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Andrew Wallace-Hadrill makes a similar observation regarding the Roman house: 
"Of course, individual rooms in houses would have been used in appropriate cir- 
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to identify whole areas as set apart for exclusive female use is arbitrary and unjusti- 
fied" (Houses and Society in Pompeii and Herculaneum (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1994], 9). 

42. D. M. Robinson and J. W. Graham, Excavations at Olynthus, Part VIII: The 
Hellenic House (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1938), esp. 55-63, 
171-85, pl. 85; see also Stephen G. Miller, The Prytaneion: Its Function and Archi- 
tectural Form (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978), 219-24. 
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nicely summarized in Miller, The Prytaneion, 219-24. Sce also figures 2-3 (pp. 
15-16) in this chapter. 

44. Ibid. On off-center doorways, see also R. A. Tomlinson, “Two Buildings in 
Sanctuaries of Asklepios,” JHS 89 (1969): 106-9. 

45. Roebuck, Corinth XIV, 51-57; 52 fig. 13, plan C. Sec also figure 1 (p. 15) in 
this chapter. 

46. There were still some discernible differences, however. See Gisela M. A. 
Richter, The Furniture of the Greeks, Etruscans, and Romans (London: Phaidon, 
1966); Boardman, "Symposium Furniture,” in Sympotica, ed. Murray, 122-131; and 
Miller, The Prytaneion, 222 n. 7. 
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47. See especially Katherine M. D. Dunbabin, “Ut Graeco More Biberetur: Greeks 
and Romans on the Dining Couch,” in Meals in a Social Context: Aspects of the Com- 
munal Meal in the Hellenistic and Roman World, ed. 1. Nielsen and H. S. Nielsen 
(Aarhus Studies in Mediterranean Antiquity I; Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 
1998), 81-101, who notes the differences between Greek and Roman reclining prac- 
tices, especially in terms of the arrangement and design of couches in the dining 
room and the location of the first ranked position. She emphasizes that the data 
regarding Greek and Roman dining customs is complex and should not be collapsed 
into one Greco-Roman form. I agree that the data is complex, but wish to center this 
study on a different level of abstraction, in which nevertheless there were significant 
aspects of the dining customs held in common. For example, everyone was reclining, 
but they arranged the couches differently. 

48. See diagram in Marquardt, Das Privatleben der Römer, 304. The term Pi shape is 
derived from Dunbabin (“Ut Graeco More Biberetur,” 88-89). See also figure 4 (p. 17). 

49. Poland, “Stibadeion,” PW 3A (1929): 2481. For a discussion of further varia- 
tions in Roman dining practices, see Katherine M. D. Dunbabin, “Convivial Spaces: 
Dining and Entertainment in the Roman Villa,” Journal of Roman Archaeology 9 
(1996): 66-80. 

50. Athenaeus quotes Phylarchus of Athens (third century 2.c.2.) to the effect 
that the propoma existed in earlier periods in Greece: “An appetizer [propoma] was 
handed round before dinner, as had been the custom in the beginning” (2.58c). He 
also provides an extended discussion of various food items that were served as appe- 
tizers (2.58b-60b). Plutarch, however, disputes the antiquity of this custom: "The 
serving of the so-called aperitives [propoma] is a great change, too. The ancients did 
not even drink water before the dessert course [entragein]" (Quaest. conv. 734A). See 
also Becker and Gall, Charikles, 325. 

51. Mart. Epig. 10.31. 

52. See, e.g., Gell. NA 13.1.6; S.H.A. Alex. Sev. 37.10. 

53. Gell. NA 13.11.67 speaks of the bellaria at the secundae mensae and equates 
it with the Greek term tragömata, thus indicating that the term bellaria included 





more than just sweet cakes, but also the general tidbits of the dessert course; c.g., in 
S.H.A. Alex. Sev. 37.10 fruit is included. 

54. Balsdon, Life and Leisure in Ancient Rome, 44-50, esp. 44-47; see also Becker, 
Gallus, 485-504, and Marquardt, Das Privatleben der Römer, 331-40. 

55. Mart. Epig. 11.31.4-7. 

56. Plato Symp. 175A. See further on the pre-meal rituals of washing, perfuming, 
etc., in Becker and Gall, Charikles, 318-20. 

57. Ath. 14.6414, quoted from Aristophanes (Vesp. 1216); see also Ath. 2.60a, 
4.1566. 

58. Becker and Géll, Charikles, 236-37, 320. On the use of a spoon, see 
Ath. 3.126a-f. On training the young to eat with the proper etiquette, see Plut. 
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An virt. 439D-E and especially 439F: “to touch salt fish with but one finger, but 
fresh fish, bread, and meat with two.” 

59. Note the presence of dogs as a regular feature in artistic representations of 
banquets; see examples in Richter, The Furniture of the Greeks, Etruscans, and 
Romans, plates 294, 317, 363, 416. 

60. Ath. 4.146f-147a. 

61. Ath. 4.149d, quoting Theopompus, ca. 410-370 n.c.E. 

62. Lucian Symp. 43. 

63. Ath. 11.462c-d, quoting Xenophanes of Colophon, sixth century B.C.E. 

64. Plato Symp. 176A. 

65. Xen. Symp. 2.1. 

66. See the discussion in Athenaeus on the disagreement in the sources as to the 
proper designation for this libation. Some dedicate the cup to the “Good Deity,” 
others to the “goddess of health” (Hygieia); see Ath. 11.486f-487b. Sec also 
15.692£-693f. Karl Kircher, however, distinguishes two customs here and shows that 
the cup to Ahgieia is not a libation (Die sacrale Bedeutung des Weines [RVV 9.2; 
Giessen: A. Töpelmann, 1910], 16-17). 

67. Ath. 15.675b-c, quoted from Philonides the physician. 

68. Ath. 2.38d, quoted from Philochorus, late fourth century B.C.E. 

69. Thus Martin P. Nilsson, Geschichte der griechischen Religion (HKAW 5.2.1-2; 
Munich: Beck, 1961, 1967) 1.414-16, 2.213-18; idem, “Die Götter des Sympo- 
sions,” in Opuscula selecta (Lund: Gleerup, 1951), 1.438-42. See also Kircher, Die 
sacrale Bedeutung des Weines, 24-34. 

70. Pind. Isthm. 6.10, cited in Kircher, Die sacrale Bedeutung des Weines, 18 n. 1; 
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210-13. See also Kircher, Die sacrale Bedeutung des Weines, 13-21, 24-38, 40-42. 
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Becker-Göll, Charikles, 330-32; Gulick, The Life of the Ancient Greeks, 148. 

74. Ath. 14.641d-e; Loeb translation adapted by the author. 

75. Plut. Quaest. conv. G12E-F. 

76. Flaceliére, Daily Life in Greece, 173. 

77. For standard data on the Greek and Roman diet, see Becker-Göll, Charikles, 
322-25; Blümner, Home Life, 206-8; Don R. Brothwell, “Foodstuffs, Cooking, 
and Drugs," in Civilization of the Ancient Mediterranean: Greece and Rome, ed. M. 
Grant and R. Kitzinger (New York: Scribner's, 1988), 1.247-61; Don R. Brothwell 
and Patricia Brothwell, Food in Antiquity: A Survey of the Diet of Early Peoples (New 
York: Praeger, 1969); R. J. Forbes, “Fermented Beverages 500 8.c.-1500 a.p.,” in 
Studies in Ancient Technology (Leiden: Brill, 1965), 3.111-37, and idem, “Food in 
Classical Antiquity,” in Studies in Ancient Technology, 3.86-110; Reay Tannahill, 
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Food in History (rev. ed.; New York: Crown, 1988), 60-91; and Kenneth D. White, 
“Farming and Animal Husbandry,” in Grant and Kitzinger, eds., Civilization of the 
Ancient Mediterranean, 1.211-45. 

78. On the varieties of breads, see Ath. 3.109b-1 16a. 
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80. Jean Casabona, Recherches sur le vocabulaire des sacrifices en Grec, des origines à 
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82. Thus see Plato Leg. 1.637, Ael. Var. hist. 2.37, Plut. Quaest. conv. 678B; drink- 
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83. Plut. Conj. praec. 140F. 

84. Ath. 10.426d. 

85. Plut. Quaest. conv. 3.9. 
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and alcoholic strength to the range of modern beers" (Murray, "War and the Sym- 
posium," in Dining, ed. Slater, 101 n. 24). 

87. For example, see the collection of references to fine wines in Jasper Griffin, 
Latin Poets and Roman Life (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1986), 
65-69; on ancient wine production and trade, see Michal Dayagi-Mendels, Drink 
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1999). 
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two ("cowherd-treasurer"), taking the adjective Boukolikos (“cowherd”) with the pre- 
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Fortress Press, 1976), 153-80, esp. 173. 

11. Titles of texts and lists of parallels are taken from John Dominic Crossan, Say- 
ings Parallels: A Workbook for the Jesus Tradition (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986). 

12. Jonathan Klawans, Impurity and Sin in Ancient Judaism (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2000), 147. 
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uncertain whether they were Pharisees (colored pink; see, e.g., Funk and the Jesus 
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Seminar, eds., Acts of Jesus, 31). What complicates the issue is the complex history of 
the Pharisees, which is still being debated among scholars. 

14. Mack, A Myth of Innocence, 116-20; see also the discussion in chapter 7, esp. 
pp. 188-91. 

15. Vernon K. Robbins, “Last Meal: Preparation, Betrayal, and Absence (Mark 
14:12-25),” in Werner, ed., The Passion in Mark, 21-40; Robert M. Fowler, Loaves 
and Fishes: The Function of the Feeding Stories in the Gospel of Mark (SBLDS 54; 
Chico, Calif: Scholars, 1981); Philip Sellew, “The Last Supper Discourse in Luke 
22:21-38,” Forum 3:3 (September 1987): 70-95; John L. White, “The Way of the 
Cross: Was There a Pre-Markan Passion Narrative?” Forum 3:2 (June 1987): 35-49; 
idem, “Beware of Leavened Bread: Markan Imagery in the Last Supper,” Forum 3:4 
(December 1987): 49-63. 

16. Jeremias, The Eucharistic Words of Jesus. 

17. See, e.g., Eduard Schweizer, The Lords Supper according to the New Testament 
(FBBS 18; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1967), 29-32; Robbins, “Last Meal,” 22-28. 

18. Sec also the discussion in chapter 7, pp. 188-91. 
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derstanding of the disciples to John’s theological elaboration in which the disciples 
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Qand Gospel of Thomas, to “Christ cult,” represented by pre-Pauline traditions, as a 
transition from the “Jesus movement” belief in Jesus as teacher (with no emphasis on 
his death) to the “Christ cule” belief in Jesus’ death and resurrection as saving events; 
see Burton L. Mack, Myth of Innocence, 78-123, and idem, Who Wrote the New Tes- 
tament? The Making of the Christian Myth (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 
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Markan interpretation; see, e.g., 8:31; 9:31; 10:33-34. Matthew and Luke develop 
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defend the conduct of the disciples. Thus it is ultimately the church rather than Jesus 
who is on trial; the text would therefore originate in the early church. For a more 
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35. According to Vernon K. Robbins (Jesus the Teacher: A Socio-Rhetorical Inter- 
pretation of Mark (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984], esp. 109), the calling of the 
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torical, what it states, that Jesus dined with tax collectors, is not (Jesus and the Spiral 
of Violence, 212-17). 


Notes [B] 353 


46. Jeremias, New Testament Theology, 110; John R. Donahue, “Tax Collectors 
and Sinners: An Attempt at Identification,” CBQ 33 (1971): 39-61. 
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48. As suggested in Jeremias, New Testament Theology, 109-13, esp. 112. 

49. Sanders, Jesus and Judaism, 177. 

50. Ibid., 203-8. 

51. Ibid., 208; sce also the similar interpretation of Perrin quoted above. 
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66. Ibid., 304-10, 341. 
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73. Examples: Fowler, Loaves and Fishes; Mack, A Myth of Innocence, passim. 
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(2:15a, 14:3); anaklinein (6:39); anapiptein (6:40, 8:6). See also katakeisthai for “sick 
in bed” at 1:30 and 2:4. 

76. Robbins has provided a useful summary of Mark literary heritage: “Mark's 
gospel intermingles sociocultural patterns whose heritage lies in both biblical and 
Greek traditions. . . . On the other hand, Mark exhibits explicit literary influence 
from biblical literature but not from Greek and Hellenistic literature written outside 
Jewish circles” (Jesus the Teacher, 76). The motif Robbins is tracing is that of the “dis- 
ciple-gathering teacher-Messiah” (76). This characterization of the literary heritage 
of Mark correlates quite well with the form and scope of meal traditions that he uti- 
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of motifs from Homer (The Homeric Epics and the Gospel of Mark [New Haven, 
Conn.: Yale University Press, 2000]). 

77. See also the prayer before the deipna on the ground at 6:41 and 8:6-7. 

78. See the analysis of this text in the historical Jesus section above, pp. 228-30. 
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Markan Public Debate: Literary Technique, Concentric Structure, and Theology in 
Mark 2:1—3:6 (SBLDS 48; Chico, Calif: Scholars, 1980). 
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82. On the motif of “following” Jesus in Mark, see also Robbins, Jesus the Teacher. 
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eat with Gentiles to their “hatred of humanity” (34.1.2). See further in chapter 6. 

84. So argued by D. E. Nincham, Saint Mark (The Pelican New Testament Com- 
mentaries; Middlesex, Eng.: Penguin, 1963). 
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86. Mack, A Myth of Innocence, esp. 315-31. 
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the Markan Passion Narrative,” HTR 73 (1980): 153-84. 
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nis C. Duling, The New Testament: An Introduction (2nd ed.; New York: Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich, 1982), 248-51. 
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A Myth of Innocence, 261-68. 

91. Mack, Myth of Innocence. 

92. See, respectively, J. Delobel, "L'onction par la pécheresse: La composition lit- 
téraire de Ze. VII, 36-50,” ETL 42 (1966): 415-75; E. Springs Steele, “Luke 11:37- 
54—A Modified Hellenistic Symposium?” JBL 103 (1984): 379-94; X. de Mecüs, 
"Composition de Le., XIV et genre symposiaque,” ETL 37 (1961): 847-70; and 
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Cambridge University Press, 1995). See also Steele, “Jesus’ Table-Fellowship with 
Pharisees: An Editorial Analysis of Luke 7:36-50, 11:37-54, and 14:1-24” (Ph.D. 
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ship as a Literary Motif in the Gospel of Luke,” JBL 106 (1987): 613-38. 

93. Plut. Sept. sap. conv. 149B. 

94. Ibid., 149F. 

95. Plut. Quaest. conv. 1.3. 
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96. Ibid., 1.2. 

97. The wnsv translates this as “sit down,” thereby obscuring the clear reference 
in the Greek to the posture of reclining at the dining table. 

98. Note that Luke uses three different terms for reclining in this one pericope. 

99. Plut. Quaest. conv. 615F. 

100. Plut. Quaest. conv. 616C-F. 

101. See the discussion in chapter 3. 

102. See Grundmann, “ Zapeinos," TDNT 8 (1972): 11-12. 

103. On the relation of Plutarch to popular literature and morality of the early 
Christian period, see chapter 3 and Hans Dieter Betz, "Introduction," in idem, 
ed., Plutarchs Ethical Writings and Early Christian Literature (Leiden: Brill, 1978), 
1-10. 

104. See also William S. Kurz, “Luke 22:14-28 and Greco-Roman and Biblical 
Farewell Addresses," JBL 104 (1985): 251-68, who argues that Luke's redaction of 
this section is based on the model of the farewell address rather than the symposium, 
although he acknowledges the possible influence of the latter. Although our theories 
are not fundamentally opposed, I would argue that the anecdotal character of the 
text, as exemplified by 22:24, correlates especially well with the symposium setting 
rather than with the farewell address motif, although clearly Jesus’ “table talk” on this 
occasion is also a farewell address. 

105. Plato Symp. 176E. 

106 Ath. 5.186a. 

107. Josef Martin, Symposion: Die Geschichte einer literarischen Form (Paderborn: 
E. Schóningh, 1931), 167-84. 

108. Plut. Quaest. conv. 697E. 

109. Plut. Quaest. conv. 629C-D. 
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1.3, 1.4, 2.10, 3.1, 3.9, 4.3, 5.5, 5.6, 5.10, 7.4, 7.6-10, 8.6. 

111. De Mecás, "Composition de Le., XIV et genre symposiaque." 

112. Ibid., 852. 

113. Ibid., 852, 855-56. 

114. Note that this conclusion of de Meeüs suggests a literary explanation for the 
function of the Pharisees in this text. Steele, utilizing the insights of de Meeüs, makes 
the same point in regard to the other two instances in which Jesus dines with Phar- 
isees in Luke, a phenomenon that is found only in Luke's Gospel (see also 7:36-50; 
11:37-54). He points out the anomaly that Jesus is invited to dine at the table of 
Pharisees without further explanation in the narrative, despite the fact that he is con- 
sistently portrayed as opposed to Pharisaic purity laws that apply to table fellowship. 
He concludes that both Luke and his audience were only minimally familiar with 
Pharisaic table customs and that the table settings with Pharisees are all modeled on 
the symposium genre and function as a literary vehicle for Luke's literary and theo- 
logical interests (“Jesus’ Table-Fellowship with Pharisees,” 127-32, 178-82). Indeed, 
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here as well as throughout Luke the Pharisees tend to function primarily as a literary 
stereotype or as a foil for Jesus’ proclamation of his message. 

115. De Meeùs, "Composition de Le., XIV et genre symposiaque,” 858-59. 

116. So also David E. Aune, “Septem sapientium convivium,” in Betz, ed., 
Plutarchs Ethical Writings, 70. 
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see further H. W. Beyer, “Diakoneö,” TDNT 2 (1964): 81-93. 

118. So Steele, “Luke 11:37-54—A Modified Hellenistic Symposium?”; see also 
Delobel on 7:36-54 (“Lonction par la pécheresse,” 458-64). 

119. See Jean-Marie Dentzer, “Aux origines de l'iconographie du banquet 
couché," Revue Archéologique (1971): 215-58, and idem, Le motif du banquet couché 
dans le proche-orient et le monde grec du VIF au IV" siècle avant J.-C. (Bibliotheque des 
écoles françaises d'Athènes et de Rome 246; Rome: École française de Rome, 1982). 

120. Hor. Sar. 2.8. See also chapter 3 above; L. R. Shero, "The Cena in Roman 
Satire," 126-43; Martin, Symposion, 216-19. 

121. Petron. Sat. 26-79; see also Shero, “The Cena in Roman Satire," CP 18 
(1923): 134-39; Martin, Symposion, 216-19; Edwin S. Ramage, David L. Sigsbee, 
and Sigmund C. Fredericks, Roman Satirists and Their Satire (Park Ridge, N.J.: 
Noyes, 1974), 99-106. 

122. The phrase “eat, drink, be merry" is a commonplace in Greek tradition and 
Jewish wisdom literature. See, e.g., the references collected in I. Howard Marshall, 
The Gospel of Luke: A Commentary on the Greek Text (NIGTC 3; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1978), 524: Eccl 8:15; Tob 7:10; Sir 11:19; Euripides Alcestis 788f.; 
Lucian Nav. 25. 

123. Notice how Luke correlates the rich man with the Pharisees by the addition 
of 16:14 as an introductory text to the parable and by the description of the rich man 
as one who reveres Moses and the prophets and believes in resurrection (16:29-31; 
see also Acts 23:6-9). Thus two literary stereotypes that normally function indepen- 
dently in the Gospel are connected here. 

124. So also Marshall, The Gospel of Luke, 636; Jeremias, The Parables of Jesus, 
184. 

125. See the detailed discussion of this theme in chapter 6, pp. 166-71. 

126. My translation; the nrsv translation reads: “will eat in the kingdom of 
God.” 

127. As noted earlier in this discussion, the identification of 22:14-38 as a 
farewell discourse, as in Kurz, “Luke 22:14-28 and Greco-Roman and Biblical 
Farewell Addresses,” is not one I disagree with, but I think the table fellowship 
themes function here as well and explain many of the emphases much better. 

128. With Arthur Vööbus, “A New Approach to the Problem of the Shorter and 
Longer Text in Luke,” NTS 15 (1968-69): 457-63; Eric Franklin, Christ the Lord: A 
Study in the Purpose and Theology of Luke-Acts (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1975), 
65; and B. P. Robinson, “The Place of the Emmaus Story in Luke-Acts," NTS 30 
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(1984): 488-89. These scholars have gone against the trend in recent scholarship in 
which the longer text is preferred, because, as Franklin notes, “the shorter text rather 
than the longer text is the true vehicle of Luke's theology” (199 n. 32). Note that 
recent commentators who have accepted the long text have nevertheless been forced 
to separate vv. 19-20 from vv. 15-18 because it clearly has a different emphasis (so 
Charles H. Talbert, Reading Luke: A Literary and Theological Commentary on the 
Third Gospel [New York: Crossroad, 1982], 207-8; Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel 
according to Luke [AB 28A; Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1985], 2.1389), one that 
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Eduard Schweizer, Luke: A Challenge to Present Theology (Atlanta: John Knox, 1982], 
45: Luke wrote vv. 19b-20 as a “mechanical repetition of a liturgy”). For detailed dis- 
cussions of the basic text-critical data (with an emphasis, however, on arguments 
supporting the long text), see Jeremias, The Eucharistic Words of Jesus, 139-59; Bruce 
M. Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament (London: United 
Bible Societies, 1971), 173-77, 191-93; Fitzmyer, The Gospel according to Luke, 
1.130-32, 2.1386-89. 

129. See especially Robinson, “The Place of the Emmaus Story in Luke-Acts." 
Note that Acts 1:4, where Jesus’ last instructions are given “at table,” correlates with 
this theme. On the table fellowship interpretation of Acts 1:4, see Ernst Haenchen, 
The Acts of the Apostles: A Commentary (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1971), 141 n. 3. 

130. So Franklin, Christ the Lord, 65-66. 

131. My translation; the Nrsv translation reads: “the one who is at the table.” 

132. This is the sense of John 13:6-11 according to Raymond E. Brown, The 
Gospel according to John (AB 29A; Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1970), 2.558-68. 

133. So John 13:12-20; see ibid., 2.569-72. 

134. John's version is usually taken to be a development from Luke or the tradi- 
tion utilized by Luke if, indeed, any relationship between the two is at all assumed; 
sec, e.g, M. Sabbe, “The Footwashing in Jn 13 and Its Relation to the Synoptic 
Gospels,” ETL 58 (1982): 279-308. 

135. Note that the omission of Mark 10:45b correlates with the omission of 
Mark 14:24 in that both texts contain specific soteriological interpretations of the 
death of Jesus; without them Luke lacks such an interpretation in his Gospel. The 
issue of Luke's problematic soteriology that results from these omissions has been the 
subject of much discussion in scholarship on Luke. Most studies tend to find the 
explanation for these tendencies in Luke's theology. My study suggests that these 
omissions correlate with Luke's literary themes as well. 

136. My translation; the Nrsv translation reads: “have them sit down to eat.” 

137. See Corley, Private Women, Public Meals, for an extensive analysis of this text. 
She argues that Luke places Mary in a demeaning role, sitting at the feet of Jesus rather 
than reclining as a full participant in the banquet. I acknowledge the point, but would 
argue that, given the extensive literary tradition that women who reclined at a ban- 
quet were “loose” women, for which Corley has extensive documentation, Luke was 
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here not so much demeaning Mary as he was picturing her as a “respectable” woman 
according to the conventions of the literary tradition of the banquet. 

138, At 4:38-39, the term for “serve” is diakoned; at 10:38-42, the noun form, 
diakonia, is used. This term typically refers to service at table and derivatively to 
other types of service (see, e.g., Luke 12:37; 17:8; 22:26-27; Acts 1:17; 1:25; 6:1-4; 
19:22; 10:24; 21:19; John 12:2). Beyer notes that the term retains the association 
with service at table throughout all periods and levels of Greek usage (“Diakoned,” 
81-93). In these contexts in Luke, when the term is used without further delineation 
of the type of service intended, and when the setting is the home, table service must 





be considered the primary meaning. 

139. My translation; the nrsv translation reads: “take your place at the table." 

140. Sce chapter 5. 

141. See chapter 6. 

142. Plato Leg. 2.671C-72A. 

143. Plut. Quaest. conv. 612D. 

144. Ibid., 660B. 

145. Ibid., 1.1. 

146. Ibid., 1.2 

147. Ibid., 612D, 614E-15A, 616C, 616E. 

148. Ibid., 616E-F. 

149. This point is discussed by Gerd Theissen in his study of the Christian meal in 
1 Corinthians (“Social Integration and Sacramental Activity: An Analysis of 1 Cor. 
11:17-34,” in The Social Setting of Pauline Christianity: Essays on Corinth, ed. and 
trans. John H. Schütz [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982]). See further chapter 7. 

150. Sec, e.g., Pliny the Younger (Ep. 2.6) and Martial (Epig. 3.60), who both 
describe situations in which those of lower status at the table are treated to a lesser 
quality food and wine than those of a higher status at the same table, Both of these 
moralists are highly critical of this custom. 

151. On the “poor” as a literary motif in Luke, see esp. Luke Timothy Johnson, 
The Literary Function of Possessions in Luke-Acts (SBLDS 39; Missoula, Mont.: 
Scholars, 1977), 132-44; Fitzmyer, The Gospel according to Luke, 1.250-51. 

152. See also David Tiede, Prophecy and History in Luke-Acts (Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, 1980), chap. 2, esp. 52-53. 

153. In this interpretation of Luke 14:12-14 and in the following interpretation 
of Luke 15:25-32, I am suggesting that the “Pharisees,” who are clearly the referents 
in both texts, have become a literary stereotype to such an extent that these texts can 
be seen to function in more than one way. This interpretation is especially suggested 
by the hortatory nature of these passages. Here the “reader” is sometimes to see him- 
self or herself as the “poor” or “prodigal” and sometimes as the “Pharisee/host” or 
“elder brother.” 

154. See especially Corley, Private Women, Public Meals, 147-86, for a detailed 
analysis of the literary motif of the meal in Matthew in relation to the portrayal of 
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women. Corley concludes that Matthew exhibits a more favorable view of women in 
these stories than either Mark or Luke. 

155. Jack Dean Kingsbury, Matthew as Story (2nd ed.; Philadelphia: Fortress 
Press, 1988), 3. 

156. Notice also the extended rable talk during the meal (13:12—14:31; or pos- 
sibly as far as 17:26). 

157. The relation of John to Mark and Luke is still an unresolved issue, especially 
in the context of this story; see, e.g, Sabbe, “The Footwashing in Jn 13.” 

158. This dual interpretation of the scene is especially developed by Brown, The 
Gospel according to John, 2.558-62. 

159. This story, with the walking on the water scene directly after, is one of the 
few stories in John, outside of the passion narrative, in which he parallels the synop- 
tic tradition. 

160. The classic study is by Peder Borgen, Bread from Heaven: An Exegetical Study 
of the Concept of Manna in the Gospel of John (Leiden: Brill, 1965). 

161. The classic presentation of this position is by Rudolf Bultmann, The Gospel 
of John: A Commentary (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1971), 234-37. 

162. The classic presentation of the context of John in which the Johannine com- 
munity has experienced expulsion from the synagogue is found in J. Louis Martyn, 
History and Theology in the Fourth Gospel (Nashville: Abingdon, 1979). 


9. THE BANQUET AND CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY 

1. L. Michael White, “Regulating Fellowship in the Communal Meal: Early Jew- 
ish and Christian Evidence,” in Meals in a Social Context: Aspects of the Communal 
Meal in the Hellenistic and Roman World, ed. Inge Nielsen and Hanna Sigismund 
Nielsen (Aarhus Studies in Mediterranean Antiquity I; Aarhus: Aarhus University 
Press, 1998), 180-81. See also idem, The Social Origins of Christian Architecture, vol. 
1: Building Gods House in the Roman World and vol. 2: Texts and Monuments for the 
Christian Domus Ecclesiae in its Environment (Harvard Theological Studies 42; Val- 
ley Forge, Pa.: Trinity Press International, 1997), 1.118-26, 2.16-18. 

2. Clem. Al. Paed. 2.1. 

3. See White, “Regulating Fellowship,” 192-93, and idem, The Social Origins of 
Christian Architecture, esp. 1.102-23. 

4, White, “Regulating Fellowship,” 180. 

5. Ibid. 

6. As acknowledged also by Paul F. Bradshaw, The Search for the Origins of Chris- 
tian Worship: Sources and Methods for the Study of Early Liturgy (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1992). 
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